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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
 
Dissertation Abstract 
 
Perceptions of Middle School Latina Students on Factors Effecting their 
Education: A Participatory Action Research Study 
 
This study engaged eleven middle school aged Latina students as co-researchers 
in a participatory action research project designed to discover what it means to Latinas to 
be successful and how schools and educators can help those Latinas achieve that success. 
Prior to this study, few studies were conducted with middle school aged adolescents and 
none employed participatory research methodologies which engaged the young people as 
co-researchers. Several qualitative research methods, including surveys, observations and 
the keeping of researcher’s journals, were utilized to gather data to inform this study. 
Survey and observation data was analyzed to determine generative themes that emerged 
from the data and could be used to inform the action portion of the project. Researcher 
journals were also analyzed to support the data that emerged from the surveys and 
observations. To address the deficiencies discovered from the research, co-researchers 
completed an action project designed to bring the faces and histories of important people 
of color into their classrooms and the curriculum. As a result of their participation in this 
participatory action research project, my co-researchers reported that they experienced a 
greater commitment to academic success, broadened their personal goals and developed a 
stronger sense of self. The findings of this study highlight the importance of the 
cultivation of a familial sense of belonging between students and teachers, as well as the 
need for a reevaluation of the traditional textbook based curriculum to include more real-
life instructional activities and opportunities for young people to engage in critical 
evaluations of their community and institutions, such as schools. This study presents a 
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counter-narrative of the young adolescent student as incapable of undertaking a serious 
evaluation of the society and institutions they interact with; rather, it demonstrates that 
not only are these young people capable of making that evaluation, but they are also able 
to propose and enact projects to address the problems they uncover through research 
activities. The results of this study demonstrate that engaging youth as co-researchers 
through participatory action research projects brings important, and previously unheard, 
voices into discussions surrounding educational policies and procedures. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Introduction 
As a middle school teacher, I have witnessed, many times over, the 
transformation that many of my Latina students go through during the three years 
between elementary school and high school. I have seen my Latina students enter sixth 
grade feeling positive about themselves, their families, and their futures only to leave 
eighth grade not only with serious doubts about their abilities to attend and succeed in 
college but questioning their and their family’s place in our society. As a teacher, I am 
saddened and worried by this. As a researcher, I am left to wonder what happens to 
Latinas between elementary and high school? What are the causes of this dramatic 
change in Latinas’ sense of self and family efficacy? What can be done to make schools 
more conducive to Latina student success?  
Every year, we teachers are presented with the next best thing that is going to, 
finally, deal with the “problem” of the underachievement of students of color. As a 
teacher for the past 10 years, I have heard, and tried, at least 10 different “next best 
things.” And I have watched, year after year, as many of my students continue to 
disengage from school and those of us who honestly seek to make school a better place 
for them. It finally occurred to me that perhaps adults like me were not the only ones who 
might have an opinion in this debate. Perhaps the young people who sit in class each and 
every day have something to say about how to make schools better meet their needs.  
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In schools all over California, scores of students are being underserved by the 
educational system. Most of these students are students of color; most of these are 
Latino/a (Ed-Data, 2008). While Suárez-Orozco (1987) cautions researchers to treat the 
different Hispanic American groups--Mexican Americans, Puerto Rican Americans, 
Cuban Americans, Central Americans and South Americans--as distinct and varied 
groups, for the purposes of this study, I will generalize my findings to “Latinos/as,” 
recognizing that even within a singular cultural group there is much diversity.  
Recognizing the long history of criticism of standardized testing for students of 
color, the data reported by the results of this testing is still striking. Because standardized 
testing has become the primary, and in many ways only, tool to measure school success 
in California, it is an important tool for unpacking the issue of Latino/a academic 
achievement. Latino/a students, who make up approximately 48% of the public school 
students in California, consistently score proficient or advanced approximately 30% less 
often on standardized tests in English-Language arts and 20% less often in mathematics 
than their European-American counterparts, who currently comprise only approximately 
29% of the public school population in California (Ed-Data, 2008; CDE DataQuest, 
2008). National measures of school performance show these same trends. For the 2007 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), only 11% of 8th grade Latino/a 
students scored at the proficient or advanced level in English-Language Arts while 34% 
of European-American students achieved these levels (NCES, 2008). In addition, 
Latino/a students comprise, on average, 28% of the number of annual high school 
dropouts, compared with 13% of European-American students (CDE DataQuest, 2008). 
While historically the students have been blamed for these numbers, it is becoming quite 
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clear now that Latino/a students are not getting what they need to succeed from the 
current policies and curriculum prevalent in California schools. 
 For middle school Latinas, the situation appears less bleak, at least on the surface. 
Latinas performed better on the 2007 NAEP, earning a proficient or advanced score 18% 
of the time, than their male counterparts did, who earned that score only 11% of the time. 
However, Latinas still scored less than their European-American counterparts, who 
earned a proficient or advanced score 44% of the time for females and 32% of the time 
for males (NCES, 2008). In addition, by the time Latinas get to high school, their chances 
of finishing with a diploma have diminished. Nationwide, in 2005, Latinas comprised 
37% of high school dropouts, compared to 22% of European-American females (NWLC, 
2007).  
Background and Need for the Study 
What is the goal of education? The answer depends on who is asked. Garcia 
(2001) argues that as it relates to Latino/a students, from the earliest days of public 
education, the goal has been to “Americanize” students—to socialize and acculturate 
them to the American language and way of life. Theoretically, it was thought, if schools 
could “Americanize” students from various backgrounds, they could ensure that 
educational and societal failure was averted. The idea of “Americanization” assumes that 
culturally different children are flawed. Predictably, numerous studies have shown that 
the efforts at Americanization that continue in schools are linked to increasing amounts 
of educational failure for those students who don’t come to school fitting into the 
stereotypical Anglo notion of citizenship (Garcia, 2001).  
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The notion of Americanization for ethnically and culturally diverse students was 
expressed as early as 1923. At this time, a Los Angeles school district superintendent was 
quoted as saying, “We have the [Mexican] immigrants to live with, and if we 
Americanize them, we can live with them” (Garcia, 2001, p. 51). This is not as antiquated 
of a notion as one would think. In 1990, Ken Hill, a highly decorated California school 
superintendent who was recognized for his successes in serving African American, 
Mexican American and Asian American students said, “We’ve got to attend to the idea of 
assimilation and to make sure we teach English and our values as quickly as we can so 
these kids can get in the mainstream of American life” (Walsh, 1990 quoted in Garcia, 
2001, p. 51).  One aspect of Americanization was the obliteration of Spanish fluency in 
Latino/a youth. Adopting the same stance as that carried out in the Bureau of Indian 
schools at the time, many states had laws prohibiting the speaking of Spanish on school 
grounds by 1920. Those speaking their native language were often disciplined with 
physical punishment (Valverde, 2006). 
From 1954-1990s, the expressed intent of education for Latino/as in public 
schools was to overcome the effects of unequal education. This most often translated into 
“remedial” programs for “disadvantaged” or “at-risk” students. This deficit mentality 
once again reflected the idea that Latino/a students’ different cultural identity was the 
problem that needed to be “fixed” (Valverde, 2006). 
Currently, American education is in the “school reform” era (1990s to present), in 
which there is greater accountability and pressure placed on schools and teachers to 
produce results reflecting student growth as reported by standardized, high-stakes testing 
and curriculum. However, the result of these programs appears to be just as problematic 
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for Latino/a students as the deficit approach to student achievement (Valverde, 2006). As 
with many social issues, many of these “eras” as they relate to Latino/a education in the 
United States are linked to changes in legislation. 
Initiatives to increase the achievement of Latino/a youth have been, at various 
times, characterized as serving “poor,” “lower class,” “immigrant,” “limited English-
Proficient,” “at-risk,” “underachieving,” and “dropout” students (Garcia, 2001). One of 
the first pieces of legislation to address specifically the education of Latino/a youth was 
Title IV of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. This act outlawed discrimination on the basis of 
race, color or national origin in any program that received financial aid. The Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act of 1965 then provided millions in federal assistance to state 
and local programs, assuring that most public schools were required to comply with Title 
IV (Garcia, 2001). 
A memo that came to be known as the “May 25 Memorandum” generated by the 
Department of Health, Education and Welfare in 1970 further advanced the definition of 
discrimination as outlined in the Civil Rights Act by noting, “Where a liability to speak 
and understand the English language excludes national origin majority group children 
from effective participation in the educational program offered by a school district, the 
district must take affirmative steps to rectify the language deficiency in order to open 
instructional programs to these students” (quoted in Garcia, 2001, p. 131-132). In 1974, 
the Equal Education Opportunities and Transportation Act codified this sentiment into 
law. Various laws and the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA), which came to be known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) have purported 
to continue the move toward insuring equality and quality instruction for Latino/a 
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children. The federal government is not, however, the only influence on what happens in 
classrooms and on school campuses. 
 Statewide, one particular piece of legislation had a massive impact on the 
education of Latino/a youth. In California, the “English for all Children” initiative, 
Proposition 227, passed with 61% of the vote in June 1998. This law instituted several 
new requirements and limitations on education for speakers of languages other than 
English. These included: 1) All children were required to be placed in English-language 
classrooms and were to be educated in a “structured English Immersion” program; 2) 
Students who were newcomers (residing in the US less than one year) were allowed the 
equivalent of one school year (typically 180 days) of transitional bilingual education; 3) 
parents could request a waiver to have their child participate in bilingual education only if 
they requested it in writing, in person and on a yearly basis. In addition, the law 
mandated that in order to institute a bilingual program at any particular school, over 20 
parents would have to request waivers and they would have to continue to come to the 
school and request the program, in person and in writing, each year their child attended 
(Garcia, 2001). This and other bureaucratic roadblocks parents have to navigate have lead 
to a virtual dismantling of true bilingual education in California.  
The English Only initiative in California was just one event in the effort to 
maintain mainstream cultural values in the schools by stamping out the uniqueness and 
individuality of students of color. Not surprisingly, all of these efforts and the public 
sentiments which back them are presented as if they were for the benefit of the children 
they affect. The traditional assumption has been that if educators and policy makers 
simply change the child and “fix” what is broken inside him/her and his/her family that 
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precludes the student from being successful in school, the child will begin achieving at 
the same rate as his/her non-Latino/a peers.  
Advocates for English Only education argue that not teaching non-English 
speakers in English as early as possible is un-American, leads to difficulties in 
employment and impedes their ability to learn subject matter (Valverde, 2006). Ron Unz 
(2000), proponent of English-Only measures in several states, and architect of the English 
for the Children bill in California, expressed a typical “Americanization” and 
assimilationist philosophy when he said: 
Similarly, public school curricula which glorify obscure ethnic figures at 
the expense of the giants of American history have no place in the melting 
pot framework. Multiculturalist ideology, which claims that Asian 
students can only identify with Asian heroes, Black students only with 
Black heroes, and so forth, is not only demeaning and divisive, it is also 
false…families must remain free to preserve as much—or as little—of 
their traditional ethnic heritage as they desire, but our public schools 
should provide a single, unifying American culture rather than 
encouraging ethnic fragmentation. (p. 4) 
Some theorists espouse the view taken by Linda Chavez, in her book Out of The 
Barrio: Toward a New Politics of Hispanic Assimilation (1991), that Latinos, unlike 
other immigrants, have created many of the barriers that they claim hold them back. 
Chavez, a controversial advocate for English-Only education, says,  
Every previous group—German, Irish, Italians, Greeks, Jews, Poles—
struggled to be accepted into the social, political and economic 
mainstream, sometimes against the opposition of a hostile majority. They 
learned the language, acquired the education and skills, and adapted their 
own customs and traditions to fit into an American context. Assimilation 
proved an effective model for members of these ethnic groups, who now 
rank among the most successful Americans, as measured by earnings and 
education. But a quarter of a century ago another model emerged and 
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challenged assimilation as a guide to the behavior of ethnic groups. This 
model originated in the Civil Rights movement of the 1960’s. (p. 2) 
It was the Civil Rights movement, Chavez argues, that encouraged various ethnic 
groups, including Latino/a groups, to maintain their cultural different-ness and resist 
assimilation. Instead, she asserts, these groups adopted a “disadvantaged minority” 
mentality and accepted money and resources as befitting that status. So, according to 
Chavez, it was the leaders of various Latino/a groups that engendered a resistance to 
adopting the cultural ways and mentality of the dominant culture in order that they and 
their groups could benefit from government assistance programs. This resistance to adopt 
the dominant culture, Chavez and others claim, is what has lead to generations of 
Latino/a low performance in schools and society as a whole (Chavez, 1991). 
Similar to Chavez’s theory, another explanation for Latino/a educational 
underachievement has been characterized by a view of Latino/as as lacking some basic 
intellectual, cultural or ethnic skills that then preclude them from performing well in 
schools. One of the major proponents of this viewpoint is Ruby Payne, another highly 
controversial and highly influential author in education circles (Payne, 1998). According 
to Payne, students of color, including Latinos/as, simply have not acquired the social 
skills of the middle and upper classes and so are at risk for failure in school and in life in 
general. The role of the educational system, then, is to take these students from their 
backward and ignorant families and teach them middle class, European-American values 
so that they can succeed in our society (Bohn, 2007). Chavez, Payne and other 
conservative theorists are content removing guilt from teachers and schools by pointing 
the finger of failure at Latino/a children and families.  
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More recently, new counter explanations of educational failure that places the 
blame at the doorstep of the educational system, rather than at the feet of the children, 
have taken shape. These explanations are based not on a traditional view of the 
educational system, but rather a new, critical lens that takes into account factors such as 
race, culture, class and gender.  
Statement of the Problem 
 The results of the academic and psychological practices of our educational system 
on Latino/a youth are eye-opening. Countless educational and social theorists (Cummins, 
1981, 1996; Espinoza-Herold, 2003; Garcia, 2001; Huerta-Macias, 1998; Ogbu, 1986, 
1987, 1991; Valverde, 2006) have noted the devastating effects that traditional schooling 
has on students of color, including Latino/as. Valverde (2006) asserts that the curriculum 
in American public schools has always reflected European-American, Judeo-Christian 
values. Groups that don't fit this description have sometimes found the school experience 
to amount to cultural suicide. Latino/as in public schools are often faced with a very 
difficult choice--they can either accept and change their culture to match the dominant 
one, resist and face the consequences of being labeled as a "troublemaker" or they can 
reject and remove themselves from the schooling process all together. In order to be 
successful in American schools, while adopting the dominant culture and ideology, 
Latino/as are expected to simultaneously learn the academic content all other students are 
learning. Is it any wonder then that many Latino/a, particularly Mexican American, 
students typically, by high school, have lower opinions about themselves as a result of 
disempowering school policies (Espinoza-Herold, 2003)? Valenzuela (1999) described 
traditional schooling for Latino/as in this way: 
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In a world that does not value bilingualism or biculturalism, youth may 
fall prey to the subtle yet unrelenting message of the worthlessness of their 
communities. Regular-track youth are not only prepared for a remote 
Anglo, middle-class social world that many or most in their group will 
never experience in any meaningful way, they also get socialized into the 
belief that leaving their communities through upward and outward 
mobility is the standard against which their self-worth should be 
measured. (p. 264) 
 In spite of these challenges, many Latino/a students have succeeded in school. For 
most of these successful students, it is through the efforts of their family’s and their own 
hard work. However, some schools and teachers have adopted policies that 
fundamentally change the way school works for Latino/a kids. Rather than expecting the 
students and families to change, these schools and teachers have changed. They have 
adopted the recommendations of theorists like E. E. Garcia (2001) who noted that in 
addition to access to schooling, Latino/as need academic experiences that “…honor and 
value the diversity that students bring with them from their homes and communities and 
encourage the unification and collective spirit of all students, without requiring one group 
or another to bury their uniqueness in the name of ‘assimilation’ (p.10).  
 While many researchers and theorists have studied schooling and its effects on the 
Latino/a population by questioning teachers, administrators and even family, relatively 
few have asked those affected by schooling the most—students. Those students who have 
been the subject of these studies have invariably been high school students or those who 
have recently graduated. There have been few studies focusing on middle school 
students. Reasons for this are varied, including a perceived unreliability of pre-teen and 
early adolescent students. However, studies have shown that students’ perceptions of 
themselves as people and as learners are fundamentally changed during this time 
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(Crawford, 2007; Gordon & Combs, 1958). Because of this, it is imperative that 
researchers continue to study this important phase in youth development.  
Purpose of the Study 
 In order to fill this void in the research, this study sought to explore the lives and 
challenges faced by middle school aged Latinas as they navigate through a dynamic part 
of their lives. As part of a community that is, at best, ignored and, at worst, blamed for 
their own “failure,” Latinas in our public schools face a disempowering situation every 
time they walk onto their school campuses. By engaging these students in research in 
which they explore the challenges and successes of their lives and propose solutions to 
address those challenges and build on those successes, this study also sought to engage 
Latina youth in an exploration of their own schooling experiences with the hope that, 
through dialogue and a common sense of purpose, they would be empowered to take 
charge of their own futures. 
Research Questions 
 This study was concerned with the following questions: 
1. What does it mean to Latinas to be “successful”? 
2. What academic and social factors contribute to or hinder that success? 
3. What changes can educators make that enable them to better meet the needs of 
Latinas to allow them to achieve that success? 
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Theoretical Framework 
My dissertation sought to explore and expose the educational, familial and social 
realities of middle school aged Latinas. In this section, I describe how Freire’s (1970) 
notion of dialogue and praxis informs my use of alternative methods of research that 
engage and include young Latinas as partners, not subjects. I also explain how Ladson-
Billings and Tate’s (1995) critical race theory broadens the discussion surrounding 
academic success or failure to include the influences of race, class, and gender.  
Freire’s Concepts of Dialogue and Praxis 
Paulo Freire (1970), in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, noted that dialogue 
is “the essence of education as the practice of freedom.” For Latino students in our 
schools, the opportunity to practice real dialogue about issues that affect them—
curriculum, school climate and procedures, family and community issues—are virtually 
non-existent. This is especially true for middle school students, for whom their voices are 
dismissed as unreliable and confused.  This study will begin to give voice to middle 
school Latinas through the Freirian notion of dialogue. 
For too long, young people of color have been the subjects of studies—used to try 
out new programs that the “experts” hypothesize will work to address their needs. 
Research is something that is usually done to them or for them, but not with them. 
However, Freirian theory supposes that in order to truly change the world, those affected 
by it must name it and own it. This is done through dialogue. Freire (1970) notes, 
Human existence cannot be silent, nor can it be nourished by false words, 
but only by true words, with which men transform the world. To exist, 
humanly, is to name the world, to change it. Once named, the world in its 
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turn reappears to the namers as a problem and requires of them a new 
naming. Men are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-
reflection (p76).  
 This action-reflection cycle (Fig.1), referred to as Praxis by Freire, demonstrates 
the steps that individuals navigate through as they problematize their world. 
 
Figure 1. The action-reflection cycle. 
This cycle empowers individuals to name their world, research it and propose solutions to 
the problems they encounter, rather than wait passively for another—expert, teacher, or 
researcher—to solve the problem for them. It supposes a sense of ownership over their 
world that too often the marginalized are denied. For Latina middle school students, who 
face marginalization on so many fronts—age, gender, ethnicity, language, and possibly 
economic status—praxis through dialogue represents the first real opportunity they may 
have had to exercise their voices and power. 
Critical Race Theory 
Critical Race Theory (CRT) proposes that traditional explanations about 
educational achievement operate from a theoretical color/class/gender/culture “neutral” 
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perspective. The reality of the United States, however, is that our history, our social 
structure and organization is and has been based on empowering a certain race, culture, 
class and gender over others. Therefore, explanations that do not take these things into 
account are not valid. So, rather than fixating on what Latino/a students and families 
don’t have, viewing the educational system through a Critical Race Theory lens leads us 
to look at how schools, teachers and curriculum interact with students and families in the 
areas of race, class, gender and culture (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  
The traditional school curriculum validates and holds up as the norm European-
American, middle or upper-middle class, male-centered values. So things like 
competition, individualism, and stoicism are valued over cooperation, group work and 
emotional connections. European-American history and values are paramount in school 
curriculum, with other cultures’ history taught as either as part of a morality lesson or to 
show how the U.S. was technologically and ideologically superior to other civilizations 
(Loewen, 2007). South and Central American and Mexican children in U.S. schools 
rarely hear anything about their history, except to possibly learn about how the Panama 
Canal was built. Cuban American students learn only about their country through the lens 
of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Mexican American students learn about their country when 
they study its defeat in the Mexican American War. And they all learn about how their 
ancestors were enslaved and killed by the Spanish Conquistadors. Rarely, if ever, do 
Latino/a children hear anything that puts their ancestors in a positive or powerful light. Is 
it any wonder that many of them turn away from school after the first few years? 
How school policies and teacher attitudes affect Latino/a children and families 
can also be better understood through critical race theory. Lowered expectations and 
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misunderstandings of Latino/a youth by teachers and school authorities are tied to the 
students’ cultural values. So, cooperation among students is often viewed as “cheating” 
rather than community learning as is practiced in many Latino/a homes (Villenas & 
Deyhle, 1999). Student reliance on English Language classes to supplement their 
learning, or on materials and instruction delivered in their native language, is used as a 
reason to give students less challenging work or place them in lower level classes rather 
than as a necessary support for student success (Valdés, 1996).  Parents who do not come 
to conferences or events at school are perceived by teachers and administrators as being 
uncaring and unsupportive rather than possibly intimidated and unsure of their place in 
the sterile, English-only speaking environment that devalues their family structure and 
culture that exists in most public schools (Valdés, 1996; Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).  By 
“flipping the script” on traditional explanations of school achievement, CRT helps us to 
begin to see how Latino/a youth aren’t failing school, but rather how the school, the 
teachers, and the system is failing Latino/a youth. 
Limitations of the Study 
The findings of this study may be limited by several factors. First, because 
many of my co-researchers are my students in my classes, and others are students 
at the school site where I teach, I have a connection with them that may limit my 
own objectivity. In addition, findings may not be generalizable to other students 
or situations due to the fact that the results will represent the Latina youth’s own 
stories and experiences. Due to the nature of participatory research, the group of 
students profiled in this dissertation is necessarily small, thereby limiting 
generalizability as well.  
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Significance of the Study 
 Few research studies have been conducted with middle school aged 
Latinas, and even fewer of those have engaged the Latinas themselves as 
researchers. By documenting the voices of these students, this study adds a new 
dimension to the wealth of information available to the educational and research 
community as it seeks to address inequities faced by Latinas in the educational 
system. Furthermore, this study demonstrates that young adolescents can and 
should be active participants and commentators on the educational and social 
issues that face them.  
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this study is to explore the challenges that middle school aged 
Latinas face as they move through adolescence, as defined by the youth themselves. The 
review of literature as it relates to this purpose will be presented in five sections. The first 
section will discuss the middle school years as a transition period for pre-adolescents. 
The second section will explore current issues specifically affecting Latinas’ educational 
outcomes, including underachievement and dropout. The third section will highlight 
deficit-based explanations for the challenges facing Latinas in schools. These include: (a) 
personal issues, such as self-esteem, language and peer pressures; (b) family issues, such 
as familial responsibilities that conflict with school responsibilities, cultural expectations 
and poverty; and (c) school issues, including parental involvement, teacher bias and 
expectations and curriculum.  The fourth section will explore non-traditional explanations 
for the failure of schools to educate Latinas. Finally, the fifth section will discuss the use 
of youth as participant-researchers. I recognize that broad generalizations of diverse 
groups of people are not ideal; however, in this study I will use the term Latinas to 
encompass individuals from many different backgrounds, including Mexican American, 
South and Central Americans, Cuban Americans and Puerto Rican Americans.  
The Middle School Years as a Time of Transition 
 The middle school years represent a fundamental change in the physical 
and psychological lives of the early adolescents that live them. Due to 
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adolescents’ ever-changing emotions and desires, researchers have been wary of 
attempting research with these students. However, because middle school is such 
a significant transition in young people’s lives, it is important that researchers do 
attempt to learn more about the struggles and triumphs they face. 
 Akos (2005) asserts that during middle school, early adolescents begin to 
experience the physical changes of puberty. This brings with it an increase in 
hormones and reproductive changes that can lead to awkwardness, 
embarrassment, romantic feelings and increased opportunities. Girls typically 
enter puberty one to two years before boys. However, for those students who do 
begin puberty early, this change can signal both positive and negative attention. 
Boys who begin to experience the changes that come with puberty early are often 
looked up to by peers and receive greater amounts of recognition from sports 
activities. Girls, on the other hand, who begin puberty early often face increased 
scrutiny from peers, parents and teachers. This scrutiny can lead to decreased 
feelings of self-esteem, which has been demonstrated to lead to more negative 
academic and social outcomes (Elias, 2002; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Weiss, 
2008). 
 Emotionally, middle school is a time of increased awareness of one’s self 
and one’s place in society. Erikson (1968) characterized early adolescence as a 
time of industry and identity versus inferiority and role confusion. For students in 
middle schools, every activity presents the opportunity to discover some new, 
unique quality or skill that one possesses. For this reason, students in middle 
school need to be exposed to a variety of activities, utilizing all modalities of 
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learning, so they can begin to determine where their unique talents and skills lie 
(Akos, 2005). 
 As part of their identity development, early adolescents during this time 
begin to experiment with making their own decisions and choices (Akos, 2005; 
Vawter, 2010). For some, this includes breaking away from peer groups 
established in the primary grades or family paths to establish their own way. This 
increased level of choice making and independence can either be a positive or 
negative aspect of middle schoolers lives, depending on how their parents, 
teachers and school-systems approach this new level of independence.  
For early adolescents, group membership represents one of the most 
important aspects of middle school (Newman & Newman, 1999; Poston, 1990). 
Middle schoolers are overly concerned with how they are viewed by their peers 
and how they compare with others in their peer group. For many youth of color, 
middle school is the time when they are beginning to understand and identify with 
others of their own ethnic group, sometimes at the exclusion of others. Racial 
identity development begins during middle school, leading to feelings of pride or 
shame at being a part of their ethnic or cultural group (Akos, 2005; Akos & Ellis, 
2008).  
While noting that young adolescents do undergo several physical and 
emotional changes during the middle school years, Juvonen et al. (2004) argue 
that it is the structure of middle schools themselves that lead to negative outcomes 
like academic and social disengagement. Students transitioning from an 
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elementary school to middle school often experience isolation from both teachers 
and peers as a result of being enrolled in specialized classes taught by teachers 
with specialized credentials, increasingly stringent grading expectations, and a 
decrease in parental support as parents often feel that they need to step back and 
allow their child to become more independent. Each of these factors can lead to a 
decrease in self-esteem, motivation and academic performance (Eccles & 
Midgley, 1989; Eccles, Lord & Midgley, 1991). 
The middle school years represent a period of fundamental change in the 
lives of students. Many of the positive and negative educational outcomes 
experienced by students in high school begin during the middle school years 
(Juvonen et al., 2004). For Latinas, in addition to developing their own identity as 
young adults and members of a unique cultural group, they also have to address 
the challenges and triumphs that face females in a male-centered educational 
system. 
Current Issues Effecting Latina Educational Outcomes 
 According to the State of California’s Department of Education, 344,705 Latinas 
were enrolled in grades six, seven and eight—the middle school years—during the 2008-
2009 school year. They represented an average 49% of young women in these grades 
enrolled in public school that year. Comparatively, European-American female students, 
the next largest group in California public schools comprised approximately only 28% of 
middle school enrollments for the 07-08 school year (CDE DataQuest, 2008). While 
Latina students represent the majority of female students in California public schools, 
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their achievement as measured by standardized tests falls far below that of European-
American females. 
 The results of the 2007 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
show that for California’s eighth grade female students, 14% of Latinas scored at the 
Proficient or Advanced level in reading while 42% of their peers earned scores at these 
levels. Table 1 reports the 2007 scores for California’s Latina and European-American 
female students in reading. 
Table 1 
NAEP 2007 English-Language Arts Results for California European-American and 
Hispanic Females 
Race/Ethnicity  
(from school records) 
Year Below Basic At  Basic At Proficient At Advanced 
European-American 2007 17% 42% 37% 4% 
Hispanic 2007 44% 42% 13% 1% 
Note.  Hispanic includes Latino.  From National Center for Education Statistics,  2008. 
In 2007, only 9% of Latinas performed at the Proficient or Advanced level in 
eighth grade math. Thirty-eight percent of European-American female students 
performed at these levels. Table two reports the 2007 scores for California’s Latina and 
European-American female students in mathematics. Although there are definitely issues 
regarding bias in standardized testing and the ability of these tests to accurately predict 
students’ academic ability, as one measure of school performance these results leave no 
doubt that Latinas are being underserved in California’s public schools. 
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Table 2 
NAEP 2007 Mathematics Results for California European-American and Hispanic 
Females 
Race/Ethnicity  
(from school records) 
Year Below Basic At  Basic At Proficient At Advanced 
European-American 2007 21 41 31 7 
Hispanic 2007 56 36 8 1 
Note. Hispanic includes Latino.  From National Center for Education Statistics,  2008. 
 In addition to lower scores on standardized tests, Latina students also experience 
the highest rates of high school dropout. Calculating the dropout rate is a complex 
process which must take into account students who drop out of school, students who drop 
out but re-enroll and those considered “lost transfer students.” Lost transfer students are 
those that reported they were going to transfer to another California school but were 
never found to be re-enrolled in school in California. The state of California calculates 
high school dropouts by subtracting the number of re-enrolled grade 9-12 dropouts from 
the number of reported grade 9-12 student dropouts and then adding back in the number 
of grade 9-12 lost transfer students (CDE DataQuest, 2009). 
 Of the over 40,000 female high school dropouts during the 2007-2008 school 
year, Latinas accounted for 22,683, or 56%.  European-American female students 
represented 19%, or 7,600, of the total female dropouts in California for the same school 
year (CDE DataQuest, 2009). The road to dropping out in high school often begins in 
middle school or even earlier. In a study of Latino/a high school dropouts, Bridgeland, 
Dilulio , and Morison (2006) reported that 45% of respondents said they were already 
behind when they started high school. These students reported that they fell behind in 
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middle school and were never able to catch up. In fact, 35% of these respondents said that 
school failure was the reason they dropped out. 
 In addition to being unprepared for grade level instruction, teenage pregnancy is 
another major factor in Latina dropouts. Five times as many Latina teenagers (N=38,247) 
became mothers in California than did their European-American counterparts (N=7,479) 
in 2008 (Child Trend Data Bank, 2008). Without programs to support teen parents, which 
are rare in California public schools, these young women are forced into alternative 
education programs or to dropout to take care of their children (National Women’s Law 
Center, 2009). Family pressures, such as the need to take care of children or younger 
siblings or to work to support their family, lead many students to drop out of high school 
(Nesman, Barobs-Gahr & Medrano, 2001). In a Latino/a drop out study, 32% reported 
they dropped out because they needed to get a job, 26% said they had become a parent 
and 22% said they had to care for a family member (Bridgeland, et al., 2006). Whether 
they are pushed out or drop out, Latinas who do not earn their high school diploma face a 
myriad of difficult consequences later in life (Child Trend Data Bank, 2005; National 
Women’s Law Center, 2009). 
Explanations Based on the “Deficiency” Model 
 Facing public and private criticism for the failure of schools to educate and 
graduate Latina students, educators have searched for explanations for this failure. 
Traditionally, these explanations have focused on perceived personal, familial and school 
deficits. Deficit-based explanations are nothing new. Researchers (Berliner & Biddle, 
1995; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Swartz, 2009) have posited that deficit-based 
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explanations for achievement gaps are the natural outgrowth of a system that normalizes 
one culture or group of people over another. In the United States, European-American 
middle-class males are the dominant culture and therefore represent the “normal” 
viewpoint—one that values competition, individualism, independence, logic and control 
over nature and the environment (Swartz, 2009). Groups that fall outside of this narrow 
definition are cast as something less than normal or deficient in the values, attitudes and 
experiences that are experienced in the dominant culture. Deficit-based explanations for 
school failure typically fall into three categories: students’ personal issues, such as low 
self-esteem and language; students’ family issues, such as familial responsibilities, 
cultural expectations, and poverty; and school issues, such as parental involvement and 
teacher bias and stereotyping. 
Personal Factors 
Explanations for failure have historically first fallen on the shoulders of those who 
have experienced that failure. The education community is no exception to this rule. For 
Latinas, this is evidenced by the citation of low self-esteem, language and peer groups as 
factors in their failure in school. Several researchers (Adams, Kuhn & Rhodes, 2006; 
Crean, 2004; COSSHMO, 1999; Jones, 2004) have noted the role that self-esteem plays 
in student social and academic skills. Students with high levels of self-esteem seem to 
have a barrier against negative experiences and a more positive outlook, in general, 
which allows them to overcome temporary challenges and setbacks (Crean, 2004). High 
self-esteem also allows students to have high levels of confidence in their abilities, in 
school and out (National Women’s Law Center, 2009). 
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While there is a demonstrated decrease in general female self-esteem in middle 
school, Latina adolescents have been shown to have the lowest instances of self-esteem 
among all other peer groups (Adams et al., 2006; COSSHMO, 1999). Interestingly, 
Latinas appear to have higher levels of self-esteem in elementary school, but experience 
the sharpest down turn in self-esteem from 6th through 8th grade. Adams et al. (2006) 
hypothesizes that this decrease in self-esteem for adolescent Latinas may be tied to 
cultural expectations that link self-esteem to appearance, rather than performance, and 
socialization that encourages females to be nurturing and submissive.  
 The National Coalition of Hispanic Health and Human Services Organizations 
(COSSHMO) and the Center for Disease Control (CDC) note several consequences of 
low self-esteem in Latinas. Low self-esteem has been linked to increased instances of at-
risk behaviors, such as substance abuse and unprotected sex (CDC, 1997, 1998; 
COSSHMO, 1999). The Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Data (CDC, 1997) study 
reported that 82% of Latinas had indulged in alcohol and 23% had tried marijuana at least 
once in their lives. This represents the highest instances of alcohol and drug use among 
all other peer groups. In addition, severe instances of low self-esteem can lead to 
depression and attempted suicide (National Women’s Law Center, 2009). Latinas also 
reported higher instances of being depressed or feeling negatively about their lives (27%) 
and attempting suicide (15%) than did their non-Hispanic peers (CDC, 2004; Duarté-
Vélez and Bernal, 2006).  
 Another factor cited as affecting Latinas’ success or failure in school is lack of 
English language proficiency. The history of language in schools is a long and storied 
one. The United States government mandated, in the 1974 Equal Education Opportunities 
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and Transportation Act, that English language acquisition become a major focus of 
educational efforts for those students not proficient in English (Garcia, 2001; USDOE, 
2000). Since that time, the issue of bilingual education versus immersion programs has 
raged. Bilingual education programs are those where students are taught English while 
learning content in their native language until they are proficient in English, while 
immersion programs are those where students are taught in English only classrooms. For 
Latinas in California, the most significant event relating to language in schools was the 
passing of the “English for All Children” initiative in 1998. This law mandated that all 
children in California, who were not newcomers to the United States, were to receive 
instruction in English only classrooms unless their parents requested, in writing and in 
person each year, that their children received bilingual teaching. Newcomer students, 
those who had lived in the United States for less than one year, were entitled to one 
school year (typically 180 days) of transitional bilingual education before being moved to 
English only classrooms (Garcia, 2001).  
 Arguments for English only instruction often cite the gap in test scores and high 
dropout rates of Latino students as evidence that bilingual education does not work. 
Citing a 1995 NCES dropout study which stated that the dropout rate for students who 
spoke “well” or “very well” (19.2%) was statistically similar to the rate for Hispanic 
students who only spoke English at home (17.5%), Porter (1998) concluded that bilingual 
education was ineffective and a disservice to Latino students and their parents. Advocates 
for English Only also note that studies by Gersten, Keating & Brengelman (1995) and 
Gersten, Baker & Keating (1998) found no evidence of higher academic performance or 
self-esteem for students enrolled in bilingual education programs (cited in Porter, 2000). 
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Personal issues, such as low self-esteem and lack of English proficiency, are just the first 
reason commonly used to explain the educational challenges facing Latinas. 
Family-Based Factors 
 Family issues, such as familial responsibilities, cultural expectations and poverty, 
are also cited as contributing factors to the challenges facing Latinas in schools. Latina 
high school students experience the highest rates of pregnancy of all peer groups. Almost 
half of the Latinas who drop out of high school each year, do so due to pregnancy and 
parenting concerns, such as child care and transportation. In addition, many students face 
negative and judgmental attitudes from teachers, administrators and students while they 
are pregnant and when they return after giving birth. Latinas may also be faced with 
taking care of younger or older family members, regardless of whether they get pregnant 
(Coatsworth et.al., 2002; National Women’s Law Center, 2009). 
 Another issue cited by those seeking to explain the challenges Latinas face in 
school is cultural expectations. It is believed that culturally, Latinas may be subject to 
stereotyped gender roles and family roles that discourage academic development and 
non-traditional modes of thought and action. Among the barriers to graduation for 
Latinas, The National Women’s Law Centers’ study Listening to Latinas: Barriers to 
High School Graduation (2009) cited the limits placed on Latinas by traditional notions 
of feminine roles in society. One of the participants in this study, a high school counselor, 
noted,  
I think I see where Hispanics usually tend to as far as going to college. Some, not 
all, come from families that think the female role is staying home and not going to 
college and having a career. Staying home and having a family is first and 
foremost. (p. 17)  
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Poverty is also noted as a mitigating factor in explaining poor school performance 
for Latinas. In 2006, it was estimated that 27% of all Hispanic children lived in poverty. 
Poverty is defined as having an income of $20,444 or less for a family of four. Poverty 
has been linked to increased instances of academic failure (Child Trend Data Bank, 
2006). Brooks-Gunn & Duncan (1997) and Bradley & Corwyn (2002) noted that poverty 
can affect adolescents’ general cognitive ability, specifically reading and math abilities, 
school attendance, inattentiveness, and tendency to drop out of school.  
 Poverty has been linked, by some in the educational community, to perceived 
deficiencies in the social, cultural and intellectual realm. Payne’s (1998) explanation of 
the “culture of poverty” theory posits that students living in poverty have not been able to 
develop the skills necessary for success in our society that middle and upper class 
children are able to develop due to their exposure to more “mainstream” values. 
According to this theory, schools serving poverty-stricken students have, among their 
primary mission, the mandate to take these students from their deficient home culture and 
teach them middle class values such as competition and individualism (Bohn, 2007). 
School-Based Factors 
 Finally, aside from students’ personal and family issues factoring into poor school 
performance for Latinas, schooling issues, such as parental involvement and teacher 
stereotyping and bias, have been noted as contributing factors. Traditionally, parental 
involvement in schools takes the form of attendance at parent-teacher conferences, 
helping out in a child’s classroom and at events at school and assisting their students with 
homework and projects at home (Scribner & Scribner, 2001). When parents are unable or 
unwilling to take on these tasks, they are characterized as uncaring or uninterested in 
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their child’s education (Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Coatsworth et al.,2002). In one 
study, educators who reported positive parental involvement from their Latina students’ 
parents also noted that those students appeared to be more successfully integrated into the 
school environment and experienced fewer instances of negative behavior (Coatsworth et 
al., 2002). 
 Several studies have noted the effect that stereotypes and biases expressed by 
teachers can have on students’ performance (Garcia-Reid, 2008; Lockwood & Secada, 
1999; Katz, 1999; Kitchen, Velasquez, & Myers, 2000; Martinez, 2004; National 
Women’s Law Center, 2009; Nesman, Barobs-Gahr & Medrano, 2001; Garcia-Reid, Reid 
& Peterson, 2005). Lockwood and Secada (1999) notes that stereotypes of Latinas held 
by teachers can be negative or even sympathetic; however, even sympathetic stereotypes, 
such as that Latina students are unable to succeed because they are poor, have 
incompetent or uninvolved parents, or are unable to speak English fluently, when utilized 
to justify giving less attention, fewer resources and substandard or watered-down 
instruction to those students can have a devastating effect.  
 Students are not only subject to sympathetic stereotypes. In a study conducted 
with middle school students in three New Mexico schools, Kitchen, Velasquez, and 
Myers (2000) noted that students reported being characterized as “gang bangers” and 
“delinquent” by teachers and staff. Fifty percent of the 400 students in the Latino Youth 
Survey, conducted in Oregon in 2004, responded that they themselves experienced 
discrimination for being Latino or they had observed it occurring to other students 
(Martinez, 2004). Katz (1999) reported the results of an in-depth study following eight 
Latino middle school students in an urban California middle school during the 1992-1993 
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school year. Over the course of this school year, the students reported several incidents of 
discrimination against them and their peers. They noted that they were typically 
perceived as criminals and failures by their teachers and that this treatment was the single 
most important factor in their disenchantment with school.  
 In an effort to explain decades of poor educational performance, education 
officials have cited personal student issues, such as low self-esteem and lack of language 
proficiency, family issues and responsibilities, such as parenting and child rearing, 
cultural expectations and poverty, and school factors, such as lack of parental 
involvement and teacher bias and discrimination. Yet, despite countless programs 
designed to mitigate these factors, Latina students still lag behind academically and 
experience higher rates of dropout than do their other peer groups. Many researchers have 
proposed alternate explanations that fundamentally shift the responsibility for that failure 
and place it with the educational system.  
Alternative Explanations for the Failure of Schools to Educate Latinas 
New explanations for the educational gap and higher drop-out rates experienced 
by Latinas have begun to focus on the assets and qualities that Latinas and their families 
bring into the educational realm and ways that schools can capitalize on those assets. 
Guiding these explanations is recognition of the role that race, culture, gender and class 
play in the education of Latinas.  
Traditional explanations for school failure do not recognize the impact that race, 
culture, gender and class play in that failure. Critical Race Theory (CRT) not only takes 
these factors into consideration but proposes that in US society, race and class are the 
most significant factors in determining the educational outcomes of students of color. 
31 
 
Utilizing this theory demands that educators evaluate the ways that schools, teachers and 
curriculum address inequality or perpetuate it (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
Critical Race Theory, as originally developed, deals primarily with issues of race 
and class, specifically viewing these through a Black/White dynamic (Allas et al,  1999). 
Recognizing the uniqueness of Latino/a experience, a branch of CRT—Latino Critical 
Race Theory (LatCrit)—has developed.  LatCrit theorists advance the notion that, while 
race and culture are important factors, issues of language, gender, nationality, and culture 
are equally as important to describing and addressing the concerns of Latinos/as in US 
society (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001).  Especially important to this study, Hernandez-
Truyol (1997) argues that LatCrit “can address the concerns of Latinas in light of both 
our internal and external relationships in and with the worlds that have marginalized us” 
(p. 885).   
Solorzano & Bernal (2001) posit that CRT and LatCrit theorists can be 
categorized by several factors. First, the recognition that race and racism are at the heart 
of discrimination, but that those issues are intertwined with others such as language, 
culture, class, and gender, especially for Latinos/as. Second, that among the goals of CRT 
and LatCrit is an active challenge to notions of objectivity, color-blindness, meritocracy 
and deficit-model thinking. Third, CRT and LatCrit theorists operate from a social justice 
perspective and  work toward equality for all, regardless of race, gender, sex, class, 
sexual orientation, or ability. Fourth, CRT and LatCrit researchers prioritize the 
knowledge and experiences of those traditionally left of out the research paradigm—
people of color, women, and young people. Finally, CRT and LatCrit researchers utilize a 
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variety of  methodologies and perspectives designed to fully understand the issue being 
studied from a multiplicity of perspectives.  
Viewed through the lens of CRT/LatCrit, many traditionally held beliefs and 
explanations by educators for the failure of schools to educate Latinas receive new 
meaning. The strong ties that Latinas feel to their families and, by extension, their peers 
lead many to choose these groups over their own school work and potential success. 
Understanding the role that family plays in many Latinas’ lives can encourage educators 
to develop alternate programs that allow Latinas to maintain their own educational 
opportunities while maintaining their community ties. Both Coatsworth et al. (2002) and 
Duarté-Vélez and Bernal (2006) highlight the importance that family has in the lives of 
Latinas. Coatsworth et al. (2002) described the results of a study involving twelve to 
fourteen year old Latinas in Miami, Florida. Students and their parents were asked about 
their relationship with school and with one another. Overwhelmingly, the participants 
described a sense of “familism,” or a strong sense of obligation toward, and reliance on, 
family above all else. The participants in a study conducted by Duarté-Vélez and Bernal 
(2006) also describe a value system based on family loyalty and duty. This strong sense 
of loyalty to and reliance on family does not disappear when Latinas go to school. 
 Latinas, used to working with and depending on siblings and parents at home, are 
often confronted with a school culture that insists they work independently and 
characterizes them as "cheaters" if they attempt to work with a peer (Villenas & Deyhle, 
1999). Critical Race Theory and Latino Critical Race Theory allows educators to employ 
culturally responsive practices with Latino students that dictate the utilization of a variety 
of collaborative activities for students. However, collaboration is not simply pairing 
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students to work on an individual assignment; rather, true collaboration, as is often found 
in Latino families, requires all members of a group to contribute a portion of the work 
and effort to create a larger, more dynamic whole. For many Latinos the concept of 
educación is in direct contrast with the education they experience in schools. Educación, 
refers to the family's role of inculcating in children a sense of moral, 
social, and personal responsibility and serves as the foundation of all other 
learning. Though inclusive of formal academic training, educación 
additionally refers to competence in the social world, wherein one respects 
the dignity and individuality of others. (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 23) 
 Viewing dropouts through the lens of critical race theory allows educators 
to understand and address the need for many Latinas to forgo school in order to 
stay home and take care of siblings or other family members. School systems who 
understand the role of family in Latinas’ lives can then design programs that offer 
alternate paths to graduation for those students who are needed at home. 
 Building upon the strong sense of family as felt by Latina students, many 
researchers have recognized the importance that the relationship between teachers 
and students play in their success or failure. Traditionally, teachers are viewed as 
the keepers of knowledge, while the students are there to absorb that knowledge. 
Paulo Freire (1970) termed this type of education as “banking” knowledge with 
students. To Freire, this type of education  
“…thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the 
depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, 
the teacher issues communiqués and makes deposits which the students 
patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the ‘banking’ concept of 
education, in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends 
only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits.” (p. 58) 
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In general, many teachers operate under the notion that their job is to impart 
information to students and the knowledge that they have to work under the particular 
bureaucratic system that is public education while working to impart that information 
(Valenzuela, 1999). This type of teaching and learning leaves very few opportunities for 
real caring relationships to develop between teacher and student. Relationships between 
teachers and students that are based on familial-type caring have been shown to 
encourage Latinas in school. Espinoza-Herold (2003) notes, "It never became clearer to 
me…that the interactions between students and teachers are far more essential for 
students' school success than the best language methodologies, brilliant lectures, or 
innovative language research employed in the classroom" (p. 1).  Two students Espinoza-
Herold (2003) profiled noted qualities of “good” and “bad” teachers.  
Good teachers gave us choices; they did not show their power and control 
even if you chose not to do the work. They will still say "hi" to you when 
they see you in the hall. They will still be friendly; they were a person. But 
with other teachers if you were not making the grade, they wouldn't even 
look at you; you were just a matriculation number. Good teachers ask, 
"How do you want to learn? getting into groups, taking notes, research in 
the library, let's vote." They don't impose and control. I think we learn a 
lot better that way. (p. 57) 
and: 
Here most of the teachers are always in a hurry. They only have time to 
make more money, not to talk to us. You enter your class, the teacher 
lectures and you are out. (p. 77) 
In adolescence, it has been reported that as many as 40% of Latino drop-outs did 
so for reasons not associated with academics. These students are reported to have a 
higher incidence of truancy and fewer positive relationships at school. These students 
often expressed the perceived lack of caring from adults at the school as the main reason 
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for their dropping out (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, and Rock, 1986; Rumberger, 1993). 
Teachers and administrators tend to focus primarily on the substance of teaching--
curriculum, assessment and activities--rather than on forming relationships with those 
they teach. This attitude of perceived indifference to the needs and desires of the students 
confirms for many Latino youth their perceptions that formal schooling is impersonal and 
irrelevant. Those teachers who are able to take the time to devote to really getting to 
know their teachers are doubly appreciated by Latino youth looking to make a familial 
type connection at school. Carla, a high school student profiled by Espinoza-Herold 
(2003) expressed it best—“Finding a teacher that cares for you is like finding a needle in 
the sand” (p. 77). 
Critical Race Theory/LatCrit also allows educators to view the controversy 
surrounding language proficiency in new light. About language, Valverde (2006) 
observes, "Language brings to life the group's identity and concept of self. It is the means 
to express the various parts that make up the group's totality. It is not only the tool of 
communicating the culture but also the means of learning about all things. As such, 
language is more than a critical part of culture; it is a necessary tool that maintains and 
promotes group culture" (p. 23). Ruiz (1990) identifies three viewpoints related to the 
language policy in American schools: 1) Language as problem, which identifies 
languages other than English as a problem to be identified and eradicated by schools; 2) 
language as right, which is often adopted by speakers of languages other than English 
when faced with strident English-only policies and which asserts that individuals and 
communities are better off when allowed to maintain their original language; and 3) 
language as resource, which asserts that language is a social resource and needs to be 
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preserved and further developed. Traditional thinking about school failure has focused on 
the first viewpoint; however, viewing this debate through the CRT lens dictates that more 
attention is paid to students’ home language as a resource. 
 Many studies have concluded that truly bilingual students perform at higher 
academic levels than their monolingual counterparts (Cummins, 1996). Edelsky (1986) 
reported the results of a study in which students’ use of two languages was found to 
increase the depth and quality of their writing. She wrote, “By using two codes in writing, 
the children effectively communicated certain added meanings” (p. 69). Valverde (2006) 
argues that students' home language and culture needs to be an integral part of the daily 
curriculum and schools that recognize that there are a variety of levels of language 
proficiency plan meaningful activities that students can engage in regardless of their level 
of English proficiency. 
In addition to validating, encouraging and developing Latinas’ language 
proficiency in both English and Spanish, CRT/LatCrit allows educators to re-imagine 
parental involvement. Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti. (2005) described the results of a 
research study in which teachers and researchers visited the homes of their students’ 
families to discover skills and knowledge they had that could be translated into positive 
classroom practices. The researchers and teachers discovered that the families were 
“funds of knowledge” that were previously untapped in a traditional school system. The 
researchers note,  
A critical assumption in our work is that educational institutions have stripped 
away the view of working-class minority students as emerging from households 
rich in social and intellectual resources. Rather than focusing on the knowledge 
these students bring to school and using it as a foundation for learning, the 
37 
 
emphasis has been on what these students lack in terms of language and 
knowledge sanctioned by the schools. This emphasis on “disadvantages” has 
provided justification for lowered expectations in schools and inaccurate 
portrayals of the children and their families. (p. 90) 
Utilizing the knowledge, skills and abilities of the families of their students, these 
researchers and teachers were able to increase parent participation in classrooms as 
parents felt more welcomed at school, develop more positive, caring relationships 
between students and the teachers who had visited their homes and validated their home 
culture, and develop classroom activities and units that built upon the students’ home 
cultures and make the learning relevant to their lives (Gonzalez et al, 2005). 
Like those highlighted in the “Funds of Knowledge” study, researchers have 
shown that effective instruction for Latinas validates and builds upon the abilities and 
interests that they bring with them to school and allows them to be the arbitrators of 
success, rather than expecting them to conform to the notions of the dominant culture 
(Espinoza-Herold, 2003; Valverde, 2006). However, for many Latino and other students 
of diverse backgrounds, school is a subtractive process in that it expects that they 
substitute their own culture, values and ideals for those of the dominant, European-
American culture (Valenzuela, 1999). Ogbu (1987) and others suggest that how society 
views and interacts with a specific culture will color how members of that culture view 
themselves. In terms of education, this translates into minority students who perceive 
their culture as "disadvantaged" or subordinate to the larger mainstream culture. When 
facing home values that contradict school values, Latino children often manifest feelings 
of confusion, stress and difficulty negotiating both realities, which can result in poor self-
esteem and academic performance (Ford and Harris, 1996).  
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In response to these pressures, Ogbu (1991) and others note that students of color, 
including African American and Latino, have adopted behaviors that, although perceived 
as disinterested and at-risk by their Anglo-European teachers and principals, are when 
viewed through the intersecting lenses of race, culture and gender, designed to protect 
and preserve their cultural identity that is under attack each day by a curriculum and 
school system that, at best, doesn't value it and, at worst, actively seeks to stamp it out.  
Ogbu (1986) asserts that minority students, including Latinos, "do not believe as strongly 
as Whites that school credentials are sufficient" (127) to achieve success in society. This 
is due, in part, to their treatment in school and society. Oftentimes, Latino students who 
are doing well in school are viewed as “sell-outs” by their peers, which can further eat 
away at self-esteem and identity for Latino Youth (Garcia, 2001). 
Educating students about their own cultural history and contributions leads to the 
development of personal and group self-esteem which, in turn, has been proven to be one 
of the factors that contributes to academic achievement (Valverde, 2006). When that 
history is minimalized or overlooked, students will tune out: 
History was a big waste of time for me. Mr. O'Rourke was the teacher of 
that class. We had to take history one whole year. There was a couple of 
little Hispanic things in the book, a couple of Indian things treated very 
superficially and we spent not more than a few minutes on them. Most of 
the time, it was more like, "The Indians slaughtered this person and that 
one," and I'd go "What? This is bulls____." From then on, I didn't pay 
attention. I didn't care for the class. I knew already what the teacher was 
going to say. All we talked about was the White man's struggle and the 
White men did this, and the White men did that. It's like you know what? 
It's the twenty-first century; there's a lot more than Whites out here. 
(Manny, student quoted in Espinoza-Herold, 2003, p. 50) 
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Finally, Critical Race Theory/LatCrit in education calls for the inclusion 
of voices of the oppressed in the exploration of issues affecting them. For students 
in schools, this means that students of color must be encouraged to participate in 
and lead investigations into the social institutions that serve to either include or 
exclude them (Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).   
Participatory Research 
Traditional research methodologies aimed solely at data collection and 
analysis can place a barrier between the researcher and the subjects involved in a 
study. The thoughts and words of the participants, while they may be reported 
faithfully, are still filtered through the mind of the researcher. Theorist bell hooks 
(1990) notes that, “Often this speech about the ‘Other’ annihilates, erases: ‘No 
need to hear your voice when I can talk about you better than you can speak about 
yourself’” (p. 152). Alternatively, Participatory Action Research (PAR), also 
known simply as Participatory Research (PR), rethinks the notion of the 
researcher and participant by acknowledging the lived expertise of those 
investigating a given phenomena (Dyrness, 2006; Fals-Borda, 1988; McIntyre, 
2008; Maguire, 1987; Rahman, 1991). In this section, I will give an overview of 
the goals of Participatory Action Research, describe the use of PAR with youth 
researchers, highlight the benefits of using PAR as a research method and, finally, 
discuss the challenges of using this method. 
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Participatory Action Research 
Participatory action research draws upon the notion of critical pedagogy 
and community research pioneered by Paulo Freire and, to a lesser extent, Myles 
Horton (Freire, 1970; Horton & Freire, 1990; Morrell, 2008). Participatory action 
research projects date back to the early 1970’s and have addressed such varied 
topics as agrarian reform, women’s rights and adult literacy and education, among 
others (McIntyre, 2008; Morrell, 2008). Participatory action research does not 
utilize a particular set of instruments or data analysis techniques. Rather, PAR can 
best be described as a guiding philosophy that encourages the use of critical 
dialogue, reflection and action to describe inequalities in the social, political, 
educational and legal realms and to work toward a just resolution of those 
inequalities (Maguire, 1987; Park, 1993).  Park (1993) writes: 
The explicit aim of participatory research is to bring about a more just 
society in which no groups or classes of people suffer from the deprivation 
of life’s essentials, such as food, clothing, shelter, and health, and in which 
all enjoy basic human freedoms and dignity. (p.2) 
This clear political agenda distances participatory action research from 
more traditional modes of research that seek to document, objectively, the 
existence of phenomena. In fact, participatory researchers assert that all research 
is political in that whomever controls the research, controls the information and 
actions that stem from that research (Maguire, 1987; Nygreen, 2006). 
Participatory researchers actively seek to return that control to effected 
community members who are the true experts of their lives and experiences.  
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Youth as Participant-Researchers 
Young people are among the least heard, and most misunderstood, 
individuals in our society. They are also among the most studied (Cammarota & 
Fine, 2008). For middle school aged adolescents, studies have been conducted on 
a variety of topics, including measuring students’ motivation from teachers they 
felt were caring versus uninvolved (Wentzel, 1997); highlighting the impact on 
students as a result of high stakes standardized testing and retention/promotion 
standards (Harriman, 2005; Roderick & Engel, 2001); noting the differences in 
attitude toward schooling of gifted students versus non-gifted students (Gentry, 
Gable & Springer, 2000); and detailing students’ perceptions of the necessary 
conditions for academic achievement (Bishop & Pflaum, 2005). The students 
profiled in these studies act as subjects who, while sharing their knowledge and 
experiences with researchers, have no control over how and to what purposes that 
knowledge is used. Participatory action research that engages youth in the 
research, however, allows student-researchers to be transformed into objects, 
acting upon their environment, rather than subjects being acted upon (Freire, 
1970; Maguire, 1987). 
While few participatory action research projects have been undertaken by 
middle school students, older adolescents have participated in quite a few. 
Ginwright (2008) writes of the efforts of the Research Collaborative on Youth 
Activism (RCYA) formed in 2005 at San Francisco State University. The RCYA 
engaged six teams of youth researchers from various communities to develop and 
carry out several research projects. Among the RCYA’s primary objectives was to 
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develop a Youth Bill of Rights by which communities could be evaluated with an 
annual Youth Rights Report Card that detailed how young people perceived their 
communities protection or infringement on their civil rights. The RCYA also 
developed a Youth Rights handbook and worked to influence local and state laws 
as they pertained to youth rights.  
Torre & Fine (2008) describe a multi-year project in which over 100 high 
school students in New York and New Jersey documented the progress, or lack of 
progress, made in educational inequality in the years since the Brown v. Board of 
Education ruling which desegregated schools in 1954. Among their findings was 
the fact that the more financially and racially segregated a community is, the more 
academically stratified it is as well. Ultimately, the youth researchers created 
dynamic writings and performances that became known as the Echoes of Brown: 
Youth Documenting and Performing the Legacy of Brown v. Board of Education 
project. Through the Echoes project, the youth researchers/performers gave voice 
to the continuing struggle for equality in our communities and educational system. 
Perhaps more pertinent to this study, Cahill, Rios-Moore and Threatts 
(2008) describe a participatory action research project conducted in New York by 
the Fed Up Honeys, a group of young women of color confronting stereotypes in 
their neighborhoods. The youth researchers in this study, young women ages 16-
22, studied the images and characterizations that they were subjected to by 
members of their communities. They then developed a poster and sticker 
campaign to counteract those stereotypes, as well as a creating a website and 
crafting and delivering written reports of their findings to community members. 
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Most importantly, while confronting the stereotypes held by other community 
members, the researchers also discovered that they themselves were also  
“consumers” of those stereotypes. One of the researchers noted, 
Presumably, the main audience for our research would be people outside 
of our community because it would be simple to assume that these are the 
people that are misunderstanding us and are the main consumers of 
stereotypes of young womyn (sic) of color. But over the course of our 
discussions we came to the very difficult realization that we too were 
consumers of these negative stereotypes, so we decided that our primary 
audience should be our peers. If we only communicated with outsiders that 
presumes that our peers (and ourselves) don’t have the level of agency 
needed to make change to the predominant perceptions of us and we 
strongly disagree with that belief. (p.115) 
Other notable participatory action research projects conducted with youth 
researchers have included those focusing on evaluating and creating a history 
curriculum that is more educationally and socially just for students of color 
(Romero, et al, 2008); evaluating and describing the educational realities for 
students in the New York public school system (Tuck et al., 2008) and the Los 
Angeles public schools (Morrell, 2008); and exploring the roles of language in 
transformational resistance and youth in the political process (Morrell, 2008) . 
Ultimately, for young people engaged in participatory action research, giving 
voice to one’s situation and experiences serves many purposes. First, this returns 
the power of Naming to the individual. Secondly, this allows multiple 
perspectives and realities into the public discourse. Third, this allows the 
individual to explore, in a social context, their own oppression. Finally, this 
provides a counter-narrative to the traditional explanations of school failure 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
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Benefits of Youth Participatory Action Research 
 Because of its emancipatory and empowering nature, participatory action 
research represents an opportunity for youth of color to find and develop their 
own personal voice and power in a system which has so often sought to strip it 
from them (Maguire, 1987; Nygreen, 2006). Participatory Action Research 
removes the boundary between research expert and subject and returns the right to 
name and own personal experiences as one’s own. Because of the action 
component in participatory action research, participatory researchers do not just 
document phenomenon; they act on that research to effect a positive change in 
their own and community members’ lives (Maguire, 1987). While traditional 
methods of reporting findings are still valid, participatory action researchers are 
able to utilize a wide range of more dynamic techniques to gather and share their 
findings including video, sound, visual and performing arts and music, thereby 
bringing the words and realities that are faced on a daily basis to life (Fals-Borda, 
1988). While participatory action research provides researchers with a wide range 
of benefits, its very nature presents some challenges as well. 
Challenges of Participatory Action Research 
 The dynamic nature of participatory action research—a multitude of 
participants collaboratively deciding on research topics, questions, methodologies 
and reporting techniques—can present some challenges to the process as well. 
Nygreen (2006) notes that participatory research projects are “open-ended, often 
messy, and always risky—because co-researchers might care about different kinds 
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of issues, or take the project in different directions, than the university-based 
researcher would” (p.18). For researchers working with youth, added to this is the 
requirement to teach advanced data-gathering and data-analysis techniques to 
participant-researchers who may still be in middle or high school (Cahill, Rios-
Moore, & Threatts, 2008; Ginwright, 2008; Morrell, 2008; Romero, et al, 2008; 
Torre & Fine, 2008).  
 For many university-based researchers, who have been trained in 
traditional research methodologies, the necessity to be part of a group, actively 
engaged in meaningful research with members of our community, is a larger 
concern. Maguire (1987) notes that participatory research “forces us as 
researchers to question our role in that social world. Participatory researchers 
must be ‘with the people’” (p. 8). The idea of objectivity and neutrality, so 
difficult to give up for many researchers, represents the antithesis of participatory 
research. In a critique of objectivity, Gouldner (1970) writes, 
Objectivity is not neutrality, but alienation from self and 
society…Objectivity is the way one comes to terms and makes peace with 
a world one does not like but will not oppose; it arises when one is 
detached from the status quo but reluctant to be identified by its critics, 
detached from the dominant map of social reality as well as from 
meaningful alternative maps…Objectivity is the ideology of those who are 
alienated and politically homeless. (p. 103)  
For researchers who have relied on the comfort of objectivity, acting as an 
invested participant in research can represent an uncomfortable but necessary 
paradigm shift in thinking and actions 
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Summary 
 Adolescents during the middle school years experience a multitude of changes, 
physically and psychologically (Akos, 2005; Elias, 2002; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; 
Weiss, 2008). During these years, young people begin to develop who they are in relation 
to their peers, their families and their community members (Newman & Newman, 1999; 
Poston, 1990). For youth of color, racial identity development is added into the mix 
(Akos, 2005; Akos & Ellis, 2008). 
 In addition to the challenges of identity development, Latinas in California face a 
stark educational reality. Latinas routinely score significantly below their European-
American peers on tests of reading and math (NCES, 2008), experience higher rates of 
dropout (CDE DataQuest, 2009), and experience five times the number of teenage 
pregnancies than their European-American counterparts (Child Trend Data Bank, 2008). 
Faced with these stark statistics, educational researchers and policy makers have 
proposed explanations that have placed the blame on deficiencies in the students and 
families themselves. 
 Deficiency-based explanations for the gaps in achievement and graduation rate 
have abounded in the educational literature. Some researchers have argued that these 
explanations are a consequence of a social system that validates and normalizes one 
group over another (Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Swartz, 2009). 
Deficit-based explanations are multi-faceted. Among these are personal issues, such as 
low self-esteem (Adams et al., 2006; Crean, 2004; COSSHMO, 1999; Jones, 2004; 
National Women’s Law Center, 2009) and lack of English language proficiency (Garcia, 
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2001; Gersten, Keating & Brengelman, 1995; Porter, 1998, 2000; USDOE, 2000) and 
family issues, such as familial responsibilities (Coatsworth et al., 2002; National 
Women’s Law Center, 2009), cultural expectations (National Women’s Law Center, 
2009), and poverty (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Child 
Trend Data Bank, 2006; Payne, 1998). School-based issues, such as lack of parental 
involvement (Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Coatsworth et al., 2002; Scribner & Scribner, 
2001) and teacher bias and stereotyping(Garcia-Reid, 2008; Lockwood & Secada, 1999; 
Katz, 1999; Kitchen, Velasquez, & Myers, 2000; Martinez, 2004, Nesman, Barobs-Gahr 
& Medrano, 2001; Garcia-Reid, Reid & Peterson, 2005) have also been put forth to 
explain the poor performance of Latinas in school. 
 Seeking to “flip the script” on student achievement, many researchers have begun 
to examine the way that schools and school systems fail Latinas. These explanations 
invariably seek to examine the issue of failure through the intersecting lenses of race, 
class, gender and culture through the use of Critical Race Theory (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995). Coatsworth et al. (2002) and Duarté-Vélez and Bernal (2006) note the 
positive role the family has for Latinas and describe ways in which school systems can 
harness that strength in crafting educational experiences that utilize collaboration 
(Valenzuela, 1999; Villenas & Deyhle, 1999) and a caring teacher-student relationship 
(Ekstrom et al., 1986; Espinoza-Herold, 2003; Rumberger, 1993). Viewing English 
language proficiency through the lens of Critical Race Theory, Cummins (1996), Edelsky 
(1986)  and Valverde (2006) allow educators to see the role that language and 
bilingualism plays in the intellectual and identity development of Latina students. 
Gonzalez et al. (2005) reimagine parental involvement to highlight the funds of 
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knowledge that students’ families bring to the educational table. Ogbu (1986), Garcia 
(2001) and Valverde (2006) describe how the traditional curriculum marginalizes people 
of color and leads students to choose between academic success or community 
membership.  
 One method for rethinking educational failure or success is through the use of 
participatory research. Envisioned as an alternative to traditional research which 
separates the researcher from the subjects, participatory action research seeks to return 
the power of naming to the individual, to reframe research subjects as objects, acting 
upon their world (Maguire, 1987; Nygreen, 2006). Several participatory research projects 
have been undertaken by high school students including those that sought to develop a 
Youth Bill of Rights (Ginwright, 2008), document the legacy of the Brown v. Board of 
Education decision (Torre & Fine, 2008) and confront the stereotypes faced by young 
women of color in New York (Cahill, Rios-Moore & Threatts, 2008). While there have 
been many successful participatory action research projects with high school aged young 
adults, none have been attempted with middle school aged students or focused 
specifically on Latinas. 
 My dissertation will address the research void in these two areas. The objective of 
this study is to discover what educational and social challenges face middle school aged 
Latinas and begin to determine what supports could be put into place to help mitigate 
these challenges. This study is unique in that it engages the youth as participant-
researchers and allows them to own the information they uncover and the actions they 
propose to address the issues they face. 
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CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to explore the academic and social challenges faced 
by middle school aged Latinas as they move through adolescence. Of primary importance 
in this study are the youth-researchers themselves. Rarely given the opportunity to 
critically evaluate and speak to the ways in which the academic and social structure affect 
their lives, the Latina youth in this study bring a new and relatively unexplored wealth of 
knowledge, experience and expertise to discussions on the effects of policies designed to 
bridge the educational and social “gap” that has been documented in much of educational 
research. In addition to an overview of the youth-researchers, this chapter will begin with 
a portrait of the researcher which will allow me to position myself within the research 
group and education community. The research design, setting, data collection and 
analysis methods and protection of human subjects protocol for the study will also be 
described. 
Portrait of the Researcher 
I have always wanted to be a teacher. One of my very first memories is of 
gathering younger children from my neighborhood in Southern California around, 
teaching them the basic sign language alphabet, and then creating “report cards” for their 
parents with grades and comments on how well their child had progressed. So, education 
has been a passion of mine for a very long time.  
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Growing up in Orange County in Southern California, I was exposed to people of 
color—African American, Latino, Asian American—at a very early age, but my life 
always seemed separate from theirs. My mother was a very active liberal and we always 
discussed politics, society and discrimination when those topics appeared on our 
television screen or in our newspaper. In school, I always had a friend or two that were 
from different ethnicities or cultures than my own. When I graduated from high school, I 
felt that I had an excellent education and really had a good grasp on the history of 
America, including its struggles and triumphs. 
This certainty changed when I enrolled in college. The first challenge to my sense 
of self as well-educated and knowledgeable came when I read Savage Inequalities by 
Jonathan Kozol. The stories told in this book opened my eyes about the true inequities 
faced by young people based on their economic reality. I could not believe that students 
were forced to attend schools with raw sewage in the basement, crumbling walls and 
ceilings and inadequate and outdated books (Kozol, 1991). Reading this book and 
learning about the challenges faced by young people every day across this country only 
solidified my desire to become an educator.  
Because of my experience in reading Savage Inequalities, I began to understand 
just how little I did know. I began taking classes and reading literature that explored the 
educational and societal realities faced by those who didn’t look like me—a European-
American woman. Throughout my undergraduate work and teaching credential program, 
I continued to learn about the experiences of people of color in America and my place in 
a system as a beneficiary of unearned white privilege (McIntosh, 1988; Kivel, 2002; 
Wise, 2007). In addition to realizing that my views of society were skewed by topics not 
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covered in my traditional public school experience, I also discovered that what was 
taught was fraught with lies and half-truths (Loewen, 2007; 2010). All of this reinforced 
my desire to work with youth of all ethnicities and cultures and to bring a more balanced 
and inclusive experience to the classroom. 
Simply learning about the realities that millions of youth of color face each day 
wasn’t enough. Throughout all this, and continuing into my first years of teaching, I 
operated under what Lisa Delpit (2006; 2008) has noted is a savior mentality that many 
good intentioned European-American teachers fall prey to. While having a desire to make 
a change in the lives of young people is an admirable goal, falling into the trap of 
thinking that our students need to be “fixed” to be more successful, or that we are the 
only ones who can make that change for them, is common to many teachers, and I was no 
exception.  
Ultimately, however, I came to realize that it is not the students who need to be 
fixed; instead I realized that the system is flawed and needs to be changed. Part of this 
realization came through continued exposure to critical theorists like Paulo Freire (1970), 
whose writings on the use of popular education to empower students versus banking 
knowledge within them guided my desire to interact with my students as objects able to 
interact with and act upon their environment, rather than subjects to mold to my, or the 
systems’, way of thinking. The greatest contributing factor that led to my change in 
thinking, however, has been the students that I have worked with in my classroom. Once 
I stopped telling these young men and women what I thought they needed to be 
successful and started listening as they voiced their very pointed and sometimes painfully 
accurate critiques of the system they were made to participate in each day, I began to 
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understand what a disservice our educational system does to students, particularly 
students of color, by dismissing their opinions and insights. The desire to encourage the 
development of the independent voices of my students and to provide an honest picture of 
the realities of schooling for these young people is what led to the choice of the 
collaborative, participatory action research project that is described herein.  
I come into this project in a unique position. Primarily, for the young Latina 
researchers profiled in this study, I am a teacher. For some, I am their English teacher; for 
others, I am a teacher that they see walking on campus every day. However, I have also 
worked to establish myself within the group as a co-researcher and a learner. Initially, 
this dichotomy was difficult for some of the group members and they tested me to 
determine whether I was going to be “teacher” or “partner.” As time has gone by and 
they have seen that not only do I not have all the answers, but oftentimes, I don’t even 
have a good grasp of the questions, the young women and I have developed into a close-
knit group of friends and collaborators all working toward the common goal of 
understanding and addressing the factors that affect the lives of young Latinas.  
However close a group we have become, it is important for me to acknowledge 
that unlike the ideal participatory research project where power and decision making is 
shared equally among all members of the group, as a teacher and adult working with 
youth researchers, I retain a measure of power that is not shared with my young cohorts. 
Regardless of how much we share in group meetings, the girls still recognize me as a 
figure of authority. As a university trained researcher, I retain a position of power in 
deciding which methods and types of research to share or not share with my younger 
cohorts. It would also be dishonest for me to say that I do not come into this project with 
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an idea of the general focus I would like the research to go in. For example, when one 
member of the group suggested that we should research relationships between fathers and 
daughters within the family, I requested and argued for our group to focus on school-
based issues and concerns for fear of replicating the same type of deficit-based thinking 
and explanations that are a staple of educational research. While I did not require that the 
group change their focus, I am sure that my co-researchers’ perception of me as an adult 
authority figure helped convince them to make the change. Throughout this study, I 
continued to be cognizant of the power dynamic within the group and my position within 
that dynamic.  
Research Design 
This project was designed as a youth participatory action research project in 
which the students and I interacted with each other and the data collected as co-
researchers. The goal of participatory action research is to engage those affected by a 
phenomenon in researching and theorizing about the causes of that phenomenon and, 
ultimately, in the taking of action to address it (Fals-Borda, 1988; Maguire, 1987; Park, 
1993). Choosing to utilize a Participatory Research approach ensured that these young 
women, acting as co-researchers, were able to use their voices and power as strong, 
dynamic young individuals capable of investigating and making changes to the systems 
and policies that affect their day-to-day reality. Gilmore, Kranz and Ramirez (cited in 
O’Brien, 1998) define action research, from which participatory action research is 
descended, as research that   
...aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate 
problematic situation and to further the goals of social science simultaneously.  
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Thus, there is a dual commitment in action research to study a system and 
concurrently to collaborate with members of the system in changing it in what is 
together regarded as a desirable direction.  Accomplishing this twin goal requires 
the active collaboration of researcher and client, and thus it stresses the 
importance of co-learning as a primary aspect of the research process (p. 161). 
Utilizing an approach that couples participation with action allows for not only the 
documentation of phenomena, but the inclusion of voices that have been silenced by 
traditional research and the opportunity to address those issues as they arise. For the girls 
participating in this study, participatory research involved brainstorming issues facing 
them and their peers, gathering data from other Latinas at the school, analyzing that data 
to determine major themes, proposing actions to address these issues, acting on those 
ideas and then re-evaluating new issues facing Latinas, and other students of color, at 
River View and in the community that result or were not addressed by the initial plan of 
action 
Research Setting 
River View Middle School is located in Walnut Tree, in the East Bay area of 
California, approximately 45 miles east of San Francisco along the California Delta. 
Walnut Tree was initially founded in 1897 as a railroad stop between the Central Valley 
of California and San Francisco but only recently became an incorporated city in 1999.  
Walnut Tree has evolved from a purely agricultural community into a bedroom 
community for those working in the Bay Area. A consequence of this evolution is seen in 
the changing demographics of the city. Walnut Tree was 64% European-American, 25% 
Latino and 3% African American at the time of the 2000 Census (American FactFinder, 
2000). By 2007, the latest year for which data was available, those numbers had changed 
to reflect a demographic shift;  33.8% of Walnut Tree citizens now identified as Hispanic, 
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with the largest number of these identifying as Mexican American, 53.5% identified as 
European-American, and 5% identified as African American (US Census Bureau, 2010).  
River View Middle School, located at the east end of town, has also experienced 
growth in the Latino population. For the 2008-2009 school year, 31% of the students at 
River View were Latino, 40% were European-American, and 9% were African 
American, with Asian-Pacific Islanders, Filipino, Native American and students declining 
to answer making up the remaining 20%. Ninety percent of the teachers at River View, 
myself included, are European-American and 10% are Latino/a (Ed-Data, 2010). For the 
2008-2009 school year, approximately 60% of European-American students scored 
proficient or above on the California Standards Test (CST) in English-Language Arts, 
compared to approximately 45% of Latino students. In Math, the trends are similar; 
approximately 30% of European-American students scored proficient or above on the 
CST, while 20 % of Latino students achieved these scores (CDE DataQuest, 2010).  
River View has put much effort into addressing what the school’s teachers and 
administrators see as the problem with Latino school performance. After-, before-, and 
during school interventions have been implemented, targeting underperforming students, 
the majority of whom are Latino. Curricular groups have begun meeting to discuss 
common assessments and curriculum alignment with the standards. A campus supervisor 
has been hired for the express purpose of ensuring that students get to class on time and 
are not lingering in the halls, talking to friends (G. Hetrick, personal communication, 
May 5, 2008). 
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Co-Researchers 
I feel very lucky to have had the opportunity to work with eleven fabulous co-
researchers over the course of this study. In chapter VI, I have included short personal 
statements, written by my co-researchers. In this section, however, I will give a brief 
overview of these young women, including demographic information and their 
contributions to the research. 
The majority of our research group was comprised of young women between the 
ages of 13-14 years old, who were in 8th grade. Nine researchers fell into this category, 
while one researcher was 12 years old and in 7th grade, and another was 11 years old and 
in 6th grade. Ten of the girls were born in the United States and one was born in Mexico 
City, Mexico. The majority of the researchers’ parents were born in Mexico and 
immigrated to the United States at a young age. Two researchers had mothers who were 
born in the United States and fathers born in Mexico. One researcher’s mother was born 
in Nicaragua while her father was born in El Salvador. Ten of the Latinas were bilingual, 
speaking both Spanish and English, while one was monolingual, only speaking English.  
During data collection, researchers worked in teams interviewing between 10-15 
people per team. Each team consisted of interviewers and a recorder. The interviewers 
asked the subject the research questions, answered respondent’s questions and clarified 
information, while the recorder wrote down the respondent’s answers and read the 
answers back at the end of the interview. The interviews took place over the course of 
several days, during which the researchers took turns being either an interviewer or a 
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recorder so that each was able to practice the skills necessary in that position. See Table 3 
for detailed information on each co-researcher. 
Table 3 
Demographic Data for Las Orgullosas Co-Researchers 
Researcher’s 
name 
Age Researcher’s 
Place of birth 
Parents’ places of birth Language(s) 
Spoken 
 
Tatiana 13 U.S. Mexico English 
 
Laura 14 U.S. Mexico Spanish 
English 
 
Maria-Elena 13 U.S. Mexico (father) 
U.S. (mother) 
Spanish 
English 
 
Savannah 13 Mexico Mexico Spanish 
English 
 
Audrianna 14 U.S. Mexico Spanish 
English 
 
Alondra 14 U.S. Mexico Spanish 
English 
 
Lilly 11 U.S. Mexico English 
Spanish 
 
Selena 12 U.S. Nicaragua (mother) 
El Salvador (Father) 
Spanish 
English 
 
Elena 13 U.S. Mexico Spanish 
English 
 
Emme 13 U.S. Mexico (father) 
U.S. (mother) 
English 
 
 
Rosalia 13 U.S. Mexico Spanish 
English 
Note. Unless otherwise stated, parent’s place of birth is the same for mother and father. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 
One of the characteristics of participatory action research is that decisions about 
the key issues to investigate, what data to collect and how to collect it, how to analyze it 
and what to do with that research is a collective decision made by all members of the 
group. After many discussions, a problem statement that outlined the overall issues facing 
the school and its students was developed by the student-researchers. After developing 
this statement of the problem, it was determined that the research should be broken up 
into three focus areas: the physical school campus, the people and staff at the school and 
the school curriculum. Small groups of researchers then developed survey and interview 
questions for each area. Survey/interview questions can be found in Chapter 5. Each 
group then analyzed their data, determining themes. According to Ryan and Bertrand 
(2000), themes are “…abstract, often fuzzy, constructs which investigators identify 
before, during, and after data collection.”  The authors note several different ways in 
which themes can be determined, from simply looking for the same word or phrase 
repeated over and over again to comparing and contrasting statements or looking for what 
is missing or not said by a subject (Ryan & Bertrand, 2000). In analyzing their data, 
student researchers looked for repeated words or phrases in the responses of those they 
surveyed. From those themes, student-researchers developed an action plan to begin to 
address the issues they discovered in their research.  This process is explored in more 
depth in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. 
In addition, researcher journals were kept by myself as well as the youth-
researchers, documenting our interactions with one another, our reflections on the 
research process, and our observations and interviews with survey respondents. In 
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addition, I noted my own observations of my co-researchers and our group meetings and 
discussions as field notes in my journal. I also kept transcripts of group discussions for 
further data analysis. These notes, journals and transcripts were reviewed and analyzed to 
inform the discussion of the research questions for this study. In particular, I used these 
journals and my own observations of group members to determine how participating in 
this research group affected the Latinas’ perceptions of themselves and their positions 
within the greater educational system. Using the research questions, I coded journal 
responses and transcripts of group discussions based on whether they addressed what  it 
means to Latinas to be “successful” (SU), what academic and social factors contribute or 
hinder Latinas’ success (FA), or what changes schools can make to help them better meet 
the needs of Latinas (CH).  
Protection of Human Subjects 
Before the implementation of this study, I submitted documentation to the 
University of San Francisco’s IRBPHS committee which described in detail the goals of 
the study and ways in which I protected the privacy and integrity of my co-researchers. I 
drafted a letter to each co-researcher and her family detailing the project, the problem we 
were investigating and the steps that would be taken  during the research process (see 
Appendixes A-D). Selection for inclusion into this study was strictly voluntary for both 
co-researcher and her parents. I obtained written permission from each co-researcher and 
her parents who wished to participate. All researchers and parents were made aware that 
they could withdraw their consent to have their information used in this dissertation at 
any time without penalty. All demographic data has been kept confidential.  
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CHAPTER IV 
PORTRAIT OF THE CO-RESEARCHERS 
Introduction 
In this section, I will introduce the team of researchers who conducted this 
participatory research project. Initially, I selected young women that were either currently 
in my English-Language Arts classes or those whom I had previously taught. In addition 
to this purposeful sampling, many members of our group have been recruited by other 
members of the group. This initial group of girls began meeting after school in late 2009 
as a support group for Latinas at their school. This allowed the girls and I to get to know 
one another as individuals and friends prior to embarking on the research journey.  
As part of this initial after-school support group, we discussed issues facing 
Latinas at our school and in the community as a whole. Through these discussions, group 
members decided to delve more deeply into their lived experiences each day at River 
View Middle School. These discussions led to a variety of activities engaged in or led by 
members of our group. One of the first group decisions was choosing a name. After much 
debate, the group decided on Las Orgullosas (The Proud Ones), a name which 
communicated what they wanted to say about themselves as young women and Latinas.  
Group members attended the Latina Youth Leadership Conference at Stanford 
University in January 2010 through which they learned more about the supports and 
programs in place to facilitate their transition to college and beyond. We also created a 
survey as part of our initial work to explore the issues faced by Latinas at River View and 
gathered data about those issues that we used to inform the staff and administration at the 
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school about challenges that Latinas at our school faced, including racial and gender-
based slurs, lack of understanding by staff members, and denial of the right to practice 
cultural and linguistic freedom. Finally, on the occasion of Cinco de Mayo, the young 
women in the group, determined to celebrate their heritage and culture at their school, 
held an activity during lunch involving Mexican music, dance and culture for the entire 
school population. The feedback from all aspects of the school community, teachers, 
administrators and especially students, was very positive and the ladies of Las Orgullosas 
heard from many of their peers that they felt as if their culture and history was valued and 
accepted at River View Middle School. 
At the end of the first year of our after-school group, many of the original 
members moved on to high school and a new group of girls joined us. While this new 
group of young women shared many similar experiences and ideologies with their 
previous counterparts, they also brought new challenges and new focus to our group as a 
whole. This new group of Las Orgullosas seemed even more eager to delve into the 
racial, class and gender issues at play at their school and in their community, perhaps 
emboldened by the positive reception the previous years’ group members received after 
their Cinco de Mayo event. Because of their willingness to engage in the research process 
as true researchers, rather than subjects, each of my co-researchers provided a profile of 
themselves to include in this document. Actual student names have been changed to 
protect privacy. 
My goal in asking my co-researchers to provide their own profiles to add to this 
document is to decrease what Dickens & Fontana (1994) call “authorial bias.” They argue 
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that by encouraging and including the voices of research participants, or co-researchers in 
this case, researchers, 
…still rely on their understanding of the situation, but they attempt to minimize 
their authorial bias by letting [participants] speak for themselves as much as 
possible. The aim is to produce a “polyphony” of voices, rather than a single 
voice, in order to reduce bias and distortion (p.214). 
By asking my co-researchers to describe themselves, rather than having me describe 
them, I have tried to allow them to position themselves within the research, to decide 
what is important enough about themselves to share and what they would rather not 
share. These short personal narratives allow these young women to create and define their 
own identity within the context of this project (Bagnoli, 2004).  
The young women participating in this project represent a multitude of attitudes, 
backgrounds and perspectives on education, being an adolescent and being Latina. 
Although they are unique individuals, each of these young ladies share the desire to care 
for and be cared for by their friends and family, to be successful as they grow up, to make 
a difference in their world, and to be accepted and valued for who they are and not who 
others want them to be. I am honored to have had the opportunity to learn about and from 
them and to be considered a friend to each and every one of these dynamic young 
women. 
Tatiana 
I am a thirteen-year-old Hispanic female. My mom is from Pupe Pero, 
Michoacán. I’m the only child and I live with my mom. I consider myself a strong, 
courageous Hispanic because of everything I’ve gone through. We all have dreams and 
my dream is to go to college and become either a nurse or an ultrasound technician. My 
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passion is to dance—I got that from my Dad. Thanks to my mom, I am the great girl I am 
today. Like my mom always says, “Our greatest glory is not in never failing, but in rising 
up every time we fail.” 
Laura 
My name is Laura and I barely turned fourteen-years-old in January. I love 
spending time with my family and having a wonderful time—for example, going to 
parties and dancing, plus eating! Spending time with my friends are the best times I have 
in my life because we get to go places and have fun. My favorite sports are soccer and 
basketball; I like playing them both. Being a part of Latina leadership is a pleasure 
because we get to tell each other what people insult us or what we learn from other 
people. 
Maria-Elena 
I am a thirteen-year-old. I think that I’m very funny. My mommy is from 
California, but she’s still Mexican. My dad is from Mezcala, Jalisco. I was born in Daly 
City, California. I like to draw a lot. My favorite subject is science. I love it a lot because 
it is a challenge and I like to be challenged a lot. My goals are to go to college and study 
to be a designer. I speak English and Spanish because my parents can speak both. My 
favorite activities are playing volleyball and ping-pong. 
Savannah 
I am a thirteen-year-old Latina. I am originally from Mexico City. I speak fluent 
Spanish and English. My dad is from Mexico City and my mom is from Illinois, but she 
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grew up in parts of Mexico. I speak mostly Spanish to my family. I always go and visit 
my family in Mexico City. I am the type of person you would want to hang around with. I 
really love my culture and always will. 
Audrianna 
My parents are from Mexico and were both born there. They came here and 
became U.S. citizens. I was born here in California, as were my siblings. I have two 
sisters and one brother. At home I speak English and Spanish. My baby sister barely 
knows Spanish because she’s really Americanized. I love to sing and dance and play 
sports. My favorite school subjects are art and p.e. The most important thing to me is my 
family. My goal is to grow up and go to U.C. Berkeley and study to become a 
pediatrician or ER doctor and help people the way my doctors have helped me. Except 
I’ll be better and not make people wait as long to be treated. 
Alondra 
I’m a proud Latina with proud US citizen parents who have done everything to 
make my life, and theirs’, the American dream. I was born in Las Vegas, Nevada and 
raised in Walnut Tree. My parents are always trying to present a great example for me. 
My parents are from Mexico City and came here when they were twenty. I am sure of 
myself and if I need to take time to understand something, I will. I am a proud Latina! 
 Lilly 
My parents are from La Luz, Mexico and I am eleven-years-old. I was born in 
Oakland, California. I like to ride bikes and my favorite subject is social studies. My 
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favorite music is hip hop. I speak English at school and English and Spanish at home. 
The most important thing to me is family. I have six people in my family—two sisters, 
one brother, my mom and dad, and me. When I am older, I want to be a teacher at a 
preschool or elementary school. I am a shy person and I don’t really like to talk out loud. 
Selena 
I am twelve-years-old and in the seventh grade. My favorite place is San 
Francisco, California. I like to sing and dance. My parents are from different countries. 
My mother is from Nicaragua and my dad is from El Salvador. I have a brother. I was 
born in San Francisco. I love to be with my friends and family. My favorite music is 
Spanish music, hip hop and rap. Some stuff that concerns me is global warming and 
health. My goals in life are to be a successful pediatrician or a professional singer. 
Elena 
Both of my parents were born in Jalisco, Mexico. I was born in Martinez, 
California. I am a US citizen. I like to hang out with my friends and walk my dogs. My 
favorite subject is language arts because I love learning new words. I am a very creative 
person. I also believe that I am a leader. I believe in all the decisions I make. My goal is 
that everyone is treated equally. Everyone should have the same respect for one another. 
Emme 
I am a thirteen-year-old strong Latina from California. My mother was born in 
Southern California. My dad was born in Mexico. I live with my mother and step-father 
and don’t see my real dad much. My mom is a very strong Latina, too. I think I get it 
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from her. She tells jokes and is always teasing me, but I know she loves me. I like school, 
but I think it’s boring. My favorite subject is Language Arts and I am worst at math. I 
love my friends and hanging out. I try not to get into trouble, but somehow it always 
finds me. I don’t know what I want to be when I grow up, but I know I want to have fun 
doing it! 
Rosalia 
I am the daughter of Mexican immigrants who came to this country for a better 
life for my older brother and me. My mom is very traditional and doesn’t like me talking 
to boys or anything like that, so I like to hang out with my friends at school. My dad just 
wants me to do good in school and then find a nice guy to marry and have a family. I 
want to go to school and become a doctor or nurse or something like that. I have a lot of 
pride in my culture and like to show it every way I can. I think I am a strong Latina! 
Each of these unique young women represent themselves and their culture 
proudly. They brought a wealth of knowledge and interests into our group and unselfishly 
shared that with us all. Their insights into themselves as Latinas and their experiences in 
the American educational system were invaluable to informing our group project, as well 
as my own focus questions for this study. I will be forever grateful and appreciative of 
their hard work and willingness to let me learn and grow with them. 
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CHAPTER V 
BECOMING “LAS ORGULLOSAS” 
Introduction 
 Creating a community of researchers is generally a long process of trial and error, 
in which participants need to learn to trust and listen to one another and become 
comfortable sharing their innermost thoughts and feelings. When one of those researchers 
is a teacher and others are her students, however, the process presents other challenges. 
This is the dilemma I faced at the beginning of the 2010-2011 school year as I sent out 
invitations to join our afterschool research group, Las Orgullosas. Thankfully, there were 
two girls who had participated in our group the previous year and they brought friends 
along with them. In addition, many members came to our initial meeting because they 
remembered the Cinco de Mayo celebration hosted by our group the previous year. 
Getting the members of Las Orgullosas to the meeting was only half the battle, however. 
Once we had a good sized group of researchers, the hard work began. 
Phase One: Community Building 
 Among the first orders of business for our group was the establishment of rules of 
behavior and expectations. Recognizing the need to speak candidly and openly about a 
myriad of topics, we started by generating a list of common agreements that we could all 
adhere to. Chief among these was, “What happens in group, stays in group.” I assured my 
co-researchers that this rule applied to me as much as anyone else, with one exception. 
Any report of activity that threatened the safety of any member of the group had to be 
reported to the authorities by me, as a matter of law. As a teacher, I am obligated to 
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report abuse or abusive situations to the proper authorities and my role as a researcher did 
not supersede that obligation. However, comments about other students, myself, group 
members, families or other teachers were kept in strictest confidence. Right away, my co-
researchers decided to test my commitment to confidentiality by sharing some fairly 
shocking tales of actions or comments made by other teachers and staff at our school. For 
example, Emme, one of the 13-year-olds in our group, shared a story about her math 
teacher who had said to her, “You better start studying or else you’re gonna end up 
working at McDonald’s or your local street corner!” Shocked and appalled, I encouraged 
Emme to share more about how the comment made her feel and what she did or didn’t do 
in the wake of it. Emme said, “Oh, nothing. What could I do? She’s a teacher!” At this, 
several members of our group chimed in with advice and their own stories with teachers 
and staff. It seemed a dam had broken and the flood of slights and negative comments 
that had been heaped upon these young women for years issued forth. After a few efforts 
to try and get the meeting back “on track,” it was clear that this catharsis was going to be 
necessary for our work to continue. For the first month of meetings, our first 20 minutes 
was spent sharing our stories and providing companionship and a welcoming ear to 
anyone who wanted to share. Later, Audrianna said, “You know, it was good that you 
were listening, Ms. Johnson, and that you didn’t try to defend anyone. But it was better 
that we all got to share our stories in the group. I didn’t know that anyone else was 
having the same things happen to them that was happening to me.” The validation and 
support amongst group members helped forge a deep bond that would serve us well in the 
coming months. 
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 At our August 29, 2010 meeting, I asked my co-researchers to complete a 
questionnaire in which they were asked to rate themselves for several personality 
characteristics on a scale from one to five, with a score of one meaning that very little of 
that characteristic was present and a score of five meaning that that characteristic was 
very present in one’s personality. Adapted from the Revitalizing Education and Learning 
(R.E.A.L.) Youth Empowerment Manual (2004), I chose this activity for two reasons. 
First, as an adult researcher, my younger co-researchers ratings of their own personality 
traits helped me to better understand how my younger counterparts viewed themselves in 
terms of the personality strengths and challenges they felt they possessed. Secondly, we 
used the questions on the worksheet as a springboard to open a discussion about those 
qualities that helped or hindered our success and which were embraced by our school and 
community and which were not (see appendix E for questionnaire). The girls in our group 
gamely played along, although Audrianna, in a role she would clearly establish over the 
course of the coming months, questioned why they had to fill out another “stupid 
worksheet.” The data I collected told me a lot about my co-researchers. 
 My co-researchers viewed themselves primarily as happy (M=4.67), friendly 
(M=4.67), outgoing (M=4.5), confident (M=4.5), and enthusiastic (M=4.5). While 
representing a smaller group, the high rating of themselves in terms of confidence is 
counter to the prevalent research that shows that Latinas experience among the lowest 
levels of self-esteem as compared to their peers (Adams et al., 2006; COSSHMO, 1999). 
Although my fellow group members scored themselves fairly high in confidence, they 
gave themselves average scores on attractiveness (M=3.0) and when I asked them to 
draw a picture of themselves, noting what they were proud of and wished they could 
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change, most highlighted physical attributes they were not happy with. Adams et al 
(2006) theorizes that Latinas’ lack of self-esteem stems from the cultural emphasis on 
attractiveness versus intellect and performance. Tatiana, for example, noted on her 
picture (Figure 2) that she liked her hair, and smile, but that her “eyes are too small,” her 
“skin tone too dark,” and  her “cheeks are too fat,” in addition to a general observation 
that, “I think I’m fat.” My own observation of Tatiana, and really all of my co-
researchers, was that she was generally healthy and slender, not at all “fat.”  
 
Figure 2.Tatiana’s drawing of herself, noting areas she is proud of and/or wants to 
change. 
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Not all of the girls had as many complaints about their appearance, but everyone had at 
least two negative comments about their bodies. Only one young woman, Audrianna, 
noted non-appearance related information on her picture, although that too was a 
generally negative observation (Figure 3). In addition to noting that she had “ugly hair 
sometimes” and she was “too tall,” Audrianna also wrote that, “(I) always wish I was 
nicer and a better person to my family.” 
 
Figure 3. Audrianna’s drawing of herself, noting areas she is proud of and/or wants to 
change. 
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From this activity, it was clear that while my co-researchers saw themselves as 
confident, happy and friendly people, they clearly had typical body issues that many 
adolescent girls have when they start comparing their realistic bodies with the highly 
stylized and airbrushed ones in magazines and on television (Dunkley & Wertheim, 
2001; McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2001; Reirdan & Koff, 1997). In the discussion that 
followed this activity, interestingly, whenever one of the young women would make a 
disparaging comment about their bodies, all of the other ladies would speak up to tell her 
she was beautiful and attractive. Many comments of “I love your hair!” and “You have 
such pretty eyes” rang out throughout our meeting. It seemed that while each girl was 
sure she had a myriad of flaws, she was just as sure that everyone else in the group was 
beautiful! 
 It was the group’s participation in the school talent show, however, that really 
cemented our identity as “Las Orgullosas.” At our third group meeting, Tatiana excitedly 
came in and announced that our group should perform a dance routine in the school-wide 
talent show. Initially, only a few members were enthusiastic about this idea but over the 
next few meetings, Tatiana convinced the majority of the other girls to go along. As the 
teacher-researcher, I was of two minds on this subject. First, I was thrilled to see these 
young Latinas taking charge and planning something for our group that wasn’t in line 
with a research project, and therefore my “idea”. On the other hand, recognizing the time 
crunch that comes with writing a dissertation, I was loathe to lose the time to a “fun” 
activity like dancing in a talent show. Ultimately, I acquiesced to their plan, recognizing 
that had I imposed my will on the group members, I would be taking the decision making 
completely out of the hands of my co-researchers. What I did not realize until later, 
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however, was that this simple act of planning, practicing and performing as a group in 
front of the entire student body and all of the teachers would accomplish what I was 
trying to achieve through other means—the creation of a true community of individuals 
who support, laugh, cry and joke with one another and who work together as a team to 
accomplish a goal. This was evident as we watched the video of our performance, during 
which group members complimented one another’s dance moves and poked good fun at 
those who had missed a step here or there. When Emme reported that she had heard from 
some other friends that she had “messed up” during the dance, several of the other girls 
went back to the video to show where they also had missteps in an effort to make her feel 
better and to show that none of them were perfect. As Audrianna said, “We all made 
mistakes but we stuck with it and, you know what, I didn’t see any of those other people 
out there shaking their behinds in front of the whole school! So, I say forget about them! 
They aren’t even half as brave as we are!”  
Phase Two: Determining Our Own Positions 
 After our triumphant talent show performance, we got down to the business of 
research. We each made a researcher’s journal to record our ideas for research, 
reflections on the process and any other thoughts or feelings we wanted to discuss with 
the group. One of the first questions I posed to the group was, “What does it mean to be a 
successful Latina?” I was interested to see where our thinking was before we began our 
research journey. I had anticipated that many of the responses would be centered around 
family and community, based on my research into Latino culture. As I would discover as 
time went on, the members of Las Orgullosas surprised me with their responses and 
challenged my preconceived, albeit research based, perceptions. Every one of the group 
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members mentioned having a good job or career and making a lot of money as a measure 
of success. Savannah wrote, “To me success means to have a job, kids, husband, car, 
money and clothes and shoes. I think that you should have a job you like to be 
successful” (Savannah , Aug. 2010). Other common responses included going to college, 
having things like a nice car or house, and having a good family. Several of the girls were 
more abstract in their thinking about success. Thirteen-year-old Rosalia wrote in her 
August 2010 journal entry, “To me, what it means to be successful is to achieve my 
goals, whatever they are. To be happy, healthy, have a good family, have wealth to do 
what I want to do, be true to yourself and to your heritage.”  In discussing these responses 
with the group, I expressed my surprise that family and community weren’t mentioned 
more. Alondra explained,  
It’s not that we don’t think family and community is important. It’s just that our 
family is always with us. We don’t think of having a family as being a part of 
success because it’s not a separate thing. We want a good education and to go to 
college so that we can have a good job…for our family. It’s not one or the other; 
it is both. 
 In this explanation, Alondra quantified the ideals of many Latino families. 
According to Auerbach (as cited in Hill & Torres, 2010) Latino families impart the ideals 
of ganas, or goal-oriented success, empeños, or goal and task commitment and estudios, 
or dedicated study that will bring success to their children in an effort to encourage 
academic success.  These ideals, coupled with the dedication to family and community 
present in the Latino culture, result in a concept of “success” that marries personal and 
financial achievement with family commitments.  
 As most of the group mentioned going to college or having a well-paying job as 
part of what it means to be successful, we turned our attention to the education that 
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Latinas and other students of color were receiving at River View and how that education 
was helping or hindering their progress. Through our discussion, we determined that 
while the school was clean and orderly, there wasn’t really anything at the school that 
made it inclusive of all the students who attended it. There was no sense of ownership or 
attachment to the school or the majority of teachers who worked there.  
Audrianna:  “This is just a place I come to because I have to and because I want 
to go to high school and then to college. I don’t think about it when I leave here. 
It’s not a big part of my life.”  
Katherine: “And the fact that you don’t feel a connection to this school—how do 
you think that affects you? Do you think that if you felt more of a connection to 
the school or the staff or what you were learning that you’d do better in class or 
care more?” 
Maria-Elena: “Maybe. I know that when I’m sitting in social studies and I’m 
learning about the Revolution or Civil War or whatever, I just think to myself, 
‘God, this is boring! What is this ever going to have to do with me?’ And then I 
don’t really pay attention anymore and then I fail the test or whatever.” 
Audrianna: “I know! At my old school, there were different places on campus 
where the students had made murals and stuff and it was so cool! This school is 
clean and all, but it’s so boring!” 
Emme: “And there’s no teachers who are Latino…” 
Alondra: “Wait! There’s Ms. Gutierrez and….” 
Emme: “…and that’s it! Everyone else is White!” 
Katherine: “Does a teacher have to be Latino or Black to be able to be good 
teachers of Latino or Black kids?” 
Emme: “No, but I think you have to learn about us and not just assume we’re all 
the same.” 
Audrianna: “Or assume we’re all gang-bangers or whatever.” 
Following this conversation, we engaged in a thought-experiment. I asked the 
group to visualize what River View would be like if every student was valued and 
respected for who they were. I specifically asked the group to think the physical 
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representation of that philosophy. What would they see on the walls and in the quad? 
What would they be learning in class? What kinds of interactions would they be having 
with teachers, staff and other students? In reviewing the group members’ research 
journals, their desire for a more colorful environment rang through. Both Laura and Lilly 
noted that they’d like to see “more color on the walls and posters in the classrooms” that 
highlighted people of color or cultural aspects. Maria-Elena and Alondra both specifically 
noted that they would see “flags of every country, not just the American flag” around the 
school and in classrooms. Another major theme expressed was the lack of cliques or 
social groups organized around race. Rosalia specifically noted that, “If our school was 
more open to people of other races, we’d have less cliques, fewer fights and less 
discrimination by students.” Finally, Alondra, Savannah, Emme, and Maria-Elena noted 
that students would be learning about people of all different cultures in their classes and 
via lunchtime “spirit day” activities.  
Phase Three: The Research Problem 
By October, we had our own view of what a culturally responsive and inclusive 
school would be, and it was time to determine what the other students in attendance at 
River View thought. As the university-based researcher, it was my job to teach my co-
researchers about the action-research process (see fig. 1).  
During this discussion, and several times afterward when talking about the 
research process, one of the group members would propose an event or project for the 
group to complete. As I explained to my co-researchers, this is one of the pitfalls of 
action research. The “action” part is the exciting part and researchers want to get there 
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right away. However, a good and well-thought out action project only occurs when it is 
supported by a solid research foundation.  
As part of this process, I shared other youth PAR projects with the group, 
including the project completed by the “Fed Up Honeys” entitled Makes Me Mad: 
Stereotypes of Young Urban Womyn of Color (Cahill et al, 2004). For the action 
component of their project, the Fed Up Honeys created posters and bumper stickers 
counteracting the stereotypes that young women of color faced in their communities. This 
poster project would ultimately influence our group’s final project. We also explored 
projects described on the Youth Action Research Institute (YARI) section of The Institute 
for Community Research’s website (http://www.incommunityresearch.org/research/ 
yari.htm).   
During this exploration of other youth participatory action research projects, 
potential topics for our own research were discussed by members of the group. One topic 
that garnered a lot of interest was bullying. During the course of the 2010-2011 school 
year, bullying and the effects of it on students was a topic of much discussion in our 
school and in the media. Following the suicides of several students around the country 
because of homophobic bullying, the focus at River View, and schools around the 
country, became anti-bullying education (Crary, 2010). River View contracted with 
Rachel’s Challenge, an organization created to honor Rachel Joy Scott, the first student 
killed in the Columbine High School shooting in 1999, to come to the school and talk 
about bullying and ways to combat it (Rachel’s Challenge, 2011). While some members 
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of the group were interested in focusing our research on bullying, several others felt that 
the topic was already being addressed and our efforts could be better used elsewhere.  
Another topic that was proposed was researching the expectations that families, 
specifically fathers, have of their Latina children. Through many discussions, the young 
women in the group expressed frustration that, for many, their fathers’ expectations of 
them as learners and individuals capable of having a successful future as adults were 
lacking. Laura, in her researcher’s journal, wrote: 
My dad doesn’t really think that I’m going to do anything once I get out of high 
school. He spends a lot of time helping my brothers with their school work, but 
not me. He tells me to be sure to watch my mom and learn to cook and clean so 
that I can make someone a good wife. I know he loves me but I want to go to 
college after high school. I don’t know if my dad will let me, though. 
While not all of the girls’ experiences were similar to Laura’s, the topic of familial 
expectations versus the hopes and desires of the young women themselves was one that 
was seriously considered. While this topic certainly provided a wealth of interest and 
potential for study, in my position as teacher and university-based researcher I asked my 
co-researchers to reconsider this topic for this particular study. I shared with my fellow 
researchers the data I had uncovered in the preliminary research for my dissertation, 
which showed that one commonly used explanation for why Latino students are not 
successful in school is that their parents and families are not supportive or do not function 
in ways that help their children to do well in school (Coatsworth et. al, 2002; National 
Women’s Law Center, 2009). While parents and families are certainly a very large 
component to any students’ success, I explained that I was concerned that if we chose this 
as our topic, we could potentially reinforce the idea of disconnected or unsupportive 
parents. After our conversation about the goals of our project and what we did or did not 
79 
 
want to contribute to the body of research, we agreed to focus on school-based issues for 
our first research project. At the time, I was sure that my position as a teacher and adult 
among a group of middle school students was a factor in my co-researchers’ 
reconsideration and ultimate decision to focus our research on school-based issues and I 
resolved to continue to interact with my co-researchers on as equal footing as possible. 
 Finally, our group discussions returned to the ideas we had begun to develop in 
the earlier thought experiment—the lack of multicultural diversity in the school campus, 
on the staff or in the curriculum and the consequences of this. Working in groups, we 
reviewed our visualizations and teased out a general picture of what a positive and 
supportive learning environment for Latinas and other students of color would be. We 
first determined what it was that was “missing” from our school and wrote that down on 
chart paper: 
River View Middle School is home to many different students of many different 
cultures, backgrounds and interests. However, those cultures, backgrounds and 
interests are not reflected in the campus, curriculum and staff. 
We then asked the question, “Why does it matter if students’ cultures, backgrounds and  
interests are not represented?” The subsequent discussion shed light on why this lack of 
representation was such a large factor. 
Rosalia: “Well, I think that if I’m not learning about my culture, then it’s not 
important.” 
Audrianna: “Yeah, like I was in social studies class and the teacher said we were 
just going to ‘skim through’ the chapter about slavery and I thought, ‘Wow! What 
must those Black students think about their history?’” 
 Tatiana: “That’s totally disrespectful!” 
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Katherine: “So, are you saying that when you don’t learn about your own culture 
or see people who look like you in your books and classrooms, it makes you feel 
disrespected?” 
Savannah: “I haven’t really ever thought about it, but yes. You feel like your 
culture has no place in school.” 
Katherine: “What do you do when you feel so disrespected and left out?” 
Audrianna: “I just want to tell the teacher, ‘Hey! I am important, too!’ but I don’t 
because he’s the teacher and I’m just a student.” 
Tatiana: “Isn’t that why we’re doing this project? To tell teachers and everybody 
what they need to be doing to help us?” 
Ultimately, we decided that being represented in our school, staff and curriculum was a 
factor in student success in that it allowed students to feel safe, included and respected as 
part of the school community. These feelings of safety and respect allowed students to 
participate more in class, desire to come to school more often, and broaden their 
academic and social horizons. Our discussions resulted in the crafting of a problem 
statement, which would serve to guide our research. 
We believe that in order to be successful, students need to feel safe and included 
in the greater school community. This is not necessarily happening at River View 
Middle School. Our school is home to many different students of many different 
cultures, backgrounds and interests. However, these cultures, backgrounds and 
interests are not represented in the rooms we go to class in, the things we learn in 
those rooms, or the adults around us. Sometimes, this makes us feel not respected 
or included in the greater River View community and leads us to form cliques, or 
groups, to create that sense of community we need. We believe that River View 
needs to become a school where all students feel that they are an important part of 
the school community. 
Phase Four: The Investigation 
 Because our problem statement clearly identified three aspects of the school 
experience, the facilities, the staff and the curriculum, we decided to break into three 
different research groups. The next decision to be made was to decide what research 
method(s) to use to gather our data to inform our study and decide on a course of action. 
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After a brief lesson on types of research, we decided that surveys would be the most 
appropriate and useful form of data gathering. Our decision process included a realization 
that time was running out and that if we were going to successfully implement a project 
based on research, we needed to set a deadline for ourselves to gather data. At River 
View, students have a two-week Fall Break at the beginning of October, a week off at 
Thanksgiving and the traditional two-week Winter Break over the winter holidays. With 
all of those vacations, longer term forms of data gathering, like interviews and response 
groups, while yielding more in-depth information, would potentially take much longer 
than the group had to gather data. The school schedule, and the fact that families plan 
their vacations during their children’s time off from school, would present one of the 
biggest challenges to completing our project.  
 Our next several meetings were spent deciding what kinds of questions our 
surveys would include and who we were going to survey. Each small research group, 
organized around one of the three focus areas we had developed—the school facility, the 
staff and the curriculum—worked to create a short set of questions they felt would glean 
the information we needed to inform our research and our subsequent project (Table 4). I 
then conducted a mini-lesson on basic survey protocol, including how to approach a 
survey subject, what demographic information to collect and how to record data. We 
decided that each group would interview 10-15 subjects and that each group would 
purposely seek to interview an even mix of male and female subjects, as well as a variety 
of people from different ethnic groups and ages/grade levels. We discussed the fact that 
45 to 60 respondents was a fairly small percentage of the entire student body of over 900 
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students, but we felt that the data we gathered would be sufficient to generalize our 
findings for the purposes of our project. 
Table 4 
Las Orgullosas Survey Questions 
School Facility  People & Staff Curriculum 
1. When you walk into 
River View, how do you 
feel? 
2. What do you think this 
school needs to make it 
more welcoming to 
different cultures? 
3. Do you think this school 
celebrates or represents 
anything or any culture? 
4. Do you think your culture 
is represented at this 
school? 
5. In one word, how you 
would describe this school? 
1. If you could choose one 
race/ethnicity to be, what 
would it be? 
2. How do you think you 
might be treated if you were 
White/Caucasian? 
3. Have you ever been 
called names by anyone at 
school? If so, what have 
you been called and who 
called you that? 
4. Do you feel a connection 
to any teacher or staff 
member here at school? 
1. Do you feel like you 
learn about your culture 
here at River View? 
2. Would you like to learn 
about your culture in 
school? 
3. What, if anything, have 
you learned about your 
culture in school? 
4. If you were able to learn 
more about your culture in 
school, how would you 
feel? 
 
 The first check-in date by which our data was to be collected and prepared for 
analysis was November 18, 2010.  On that day, it was very clear that all of the data had 
not been collected; in fact, most of the groups had only surveyed one or two people. 
Several of my co-researchers expressed frustration with the amount of time and effort 
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spent on this aspect of the project in their journals. Maria-Elena, in her November 18th 
journal, wrote, “OMG! I don’t know why we have to go ask everyone these questions! 
It’s boring! I want to do work on a project already!” Others, like Selena, wrote about the 
difficulties of data gathering in general: “I think it’s really hard to go ask some of these 
questions to people. Sometimes, when I’m asking a question about race, the person just 
looks at me or doesn’t know what to say. I think that a lot of people don’t really talk 
about this stuff, so when I ask about it, they are just thinking, ‘Why are you asking about 
this?’” During our group discussion that day, many other members of the group spoke out 
about the challenges of data collection. Alondra noted that she was glad that there was 
another researcher with her because, “Sometimes I get nervous or forget what I’m going 
to say, but I know that my partner will be there to help me out.” Emme shared a different 
challenge when she noted that, “Everyone talks so darn fast! I have a hard time writing 
down what people are saying and then, when you ask them to repeat it or slow down, 
they look at you like you’re an idiot!” Other challenges noted by group members 
included finding the privacy to ask respondents questions or, in situations where privacy 
was not available, making sure that only the subject’s response was recorded and not that 
of their friends who might be shouting out their own answers to the questions. We talked 
about these challenges and brainstormed techniques to address them. Suggestions 
included having both members of the survey team write down the subject’s responses and 
then comparing notes to be sure that the answer recorded was accurate, being sure to 
repeat the response back to the subject so they could correct any mistakes or missing 
information, and scheduling a later time or different location when the respondent could 
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meet with the researcher privately in order to conduct the survey (Researcher’s Journal, 
Nov. 2010). 
Ultimately, it took two more meetings before we had gathered enough data to be 
useful for our research project. On December 14, 2010, our last meeting before our two-
week Winter Break, each group had finished surveying their respondents and we 
reflected on the entire data-gathering process as a whole. Our conversation turned to what 
our research had discovered. 
Alondra: “What surprised me was how many people I interviewed who said that 
they wanted to learn more about their culture. I didn’t think a lot of people 
thought about that.” 
Tatiana: “Yeah, the only people who didn’t say that were the White kids we 
interviewed.” 
Alondra: “Duh! Of course THEY didn’t say that…they all learn about themselves 
in school anyway!” 
 (Laughter) 
 Katherine: “Ok, what else surprised you?” 
Elena: “I was surprised how many people I interviewed said the school was so 
boring to look at…even the White kids!” 
Emme: “One African-American girl I interviewed said the school was ‘just 
White.’” 
Selena: “A lot of people said they would be treated better if they were White. And 
a few told me that they had been called names like the n-word or gang banger or 
ho.” 
Laura: “Some people told me that they wished there were more Latino or Black 
teachers on campus.” 
Katherine: “Do you think that if we had surveyed more people, we would have 
gotten the same or different answers?” 
Alondra: “I think there would have been some different answers, but mostly the 
same. Every time I went to survey someone, there were , like, a ton of other 
people there and they were all shouting answers at me and they were mostly 
85 
 
saying the same things, so I think it would have been the same if we had more 
people.” 
 At our first meeting after Winter Break, we reviewed our survey data and looked 
for emergent themes. Utilizing one type of data analysis described by Ryan & Bertrand 
(2000), we looked for repeated words or phrases in our respondents’ answers and noted 
them on a piece of paper. From that information, we generated two or three general 
statements that we could make based on the data we had gathered.  
The school facilities group noted, 
1. People feel irritated, annoyed or disrespected when they walk into school; 
2. People described our school as being boring, lame, irritating, and “White.” 
The “People and Staff” group determined, 
1. Students feel that if they were White they would be treated better by other 
students and staff; 
2. Students have been called the n-word, bitch, gang-banger, slut, and ho by other 
students; 
3. Students don’t feel that anything can really be done about name calling because 
“teachers aren’t around all the time.” 
4. Students felt that River View needs more teachers who are Latino or Black. 
The “Curriculum” group wrote that, 
1. All of the students we interviewed that weren’t White said they don’t learn about 
their culture in school; 
2. All of those students said that they wanted to learn more about their culture; 
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3. Students said they’d feel more important if they were learning about their culture 
in school. 
Phase Five: Taking Action 
Based on these observations, we discussed what kind of project we could do that 
would address some of these issues. First, we needed to decide what area(s) we were 
going to focus on. We recognized that, given the budget issues facing education and that 
our group was made up of one teacher and several middle-school students, staffing 
decisions were probably not going to be something we could influence right away. 
Several of the co-researchers also noted that our school was already focusing on anti-
bullying activities and, they argued, “We want to do something different.” Ultimately, we 
decided that our project should focus on the curriculum and school facilities to address 
the lack of representation of people of color in the classrooms and at the school.  
Several ideas for potential projects were brought up for discussion at our next 
meeting. Tatiana spoke first and suggested that,  
Tatiana: “We should do, like, a multicultural day…kind of like career day. We could 
set up tables or stations for different cultures in the gym, and students would come 
around and learn about those cultures!”  
Rosalia: “We could have other students, like Black students, help us out!” 
Emme: “Ok, but what would we do at each station?” 
Tatiana: “I don’t know. We could have like a little display that talked about the 
culture and maybe some food or something.” 
At this point, I felt I had to join in the conversation. Recognizing my own position 
within the group as a teacher and researcher, I did not want to exert my own authority or 
wishes; nevertheless I felt it was important to discuss my own misgivings about having a 
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multicultural day event based on my previous research. Several multicultural theorists 
(Banks & McGee Banks, 2001; Gomez, 1991; Gorski, 1999, 2001) have noted that 
programs that celebrate a particular culture or ethnicity on one day, or that portray ethic 
and cultural groups via traditions, clothing and food only serve to further marginalize and 
stereotype those groups as “other,” deserving of a special day or month outside of the 
“normal” (Eurocentric) curriculum. Meyer and Rhoades (2006) write, 
First, however, educators must recognize that compensatory, fragmented 
programs consisting of food, festival, folklore, and fashion may not be 
multicultural in focus. So often, these studies emphasize a skewed view of 
ethnicity, gender and minority cultures. Rather than produce multicultural 
relationships, they emphasize the differences, which may teach some level of 
tolerance, but not understanding (p. 84). 
I shared this information with my co-researchers, as a way of explaining my misgivings 
about hosting a “multicultural” event that would only last one day and then have the 
potential of being forgotten.  
Katherine: “I really think we should do something that’s more permanent, that 
will be here even after you go onto high school.” 
Elena: “What about some kind of posters or something? Like that project we 
looked at before? 
 Katherine: “You mean the one where they did posters and bumper stickers?” 
 Elena: “Yeah!” 
Looking back at our data, and our own reflections of our “dream vision” of River 
View, we decided that our posters would serve to bring the faces and achievements of 
influential people of color into the classrooms and buildings on campus. Our plan was to 
research and create posters with pictures and information on influential men and women 
of color in every curricular area. In our researcher journals for that day, we wrote about 
our hopes and anticipated outcomes for the project. Some co-researchers were just 
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excited to get started on a project. Emme, in her January 4, 2011 journal, wrote, “Finally! 
We get to actually DO something! I was tired of talking about surveys and whatever. I 
am excited and think this is going to be so cool!”Other researchers were more 
circumspect, especially when we discussed the fact that we’d have to get the principal’s 
approval before we could do anything. In her journal, Laura expressed her fears, 
I am really excited, but also I’m a little bit nervous. What if Mr. H (the principal) 
says no? What if he doesn’t like what our research says? I hope he says yes 
because I think this is an awesome project and it would be so cool to see strong 
Latinas like me in my classrooms.  
In her journal, Selena wrote, “I am proud of us in this group. I think the posters are going 
to be a great addition to our classrooms. I hope the teachers and the principal supports us 
and lets us go ahead with our project. I think its gonna be hard work, but it will be worth 
it.”  
 As Laura and Selena expressed, we needed to get approval to do a project that 
would place something on the walls of the classrooms and other buildings on campus. 
We discussed what type of proposal we wanted to do, and being technologically 
proficient, most of our group wanted to create a PowerPoint presentation for our 
principal. We discussed the main components of a proposal, including our research, 
results, our plan and a timeline for when we wanted to complete the project. We decided 
we wanted to be finished by early May 2011. Audrianna also suggested that we create 
several “sample” posters to show during our presentation. As we had done when we 
gathered our data, our group broke up into four smaller groups, each taking on the task of 
creating one slide for the PowerPoint. We contacted the principal and invited him to our 
room for a presentation on January 28, 2011. 
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 As the date for our presentation approached, and we put the final touches on our 
PowerPoint and sample posters, the nerves in our group rose. However, we worked 
through it with discussion and humor. Emme, the comedienne of the group, said at one 
point, “Well, if Mr. H doesn’t like our project, I guess we can just have a big party for the 
rest of the year and pig out!” As much as I tried to reassure my co-researchers that the 
principal was going to love our idea and appreciate all of our hard work, I too was a little 
apprehensive when he walked into our room. As expected, my co-researchers were well-
organized and showed incredible courage, especially when they announced that as part of 
their research, several students had categorized River View as “just White.” Ultimately, 
our project was approved wholeheartedly by the principal, who requested that we share 
our research with the entire staff in two weeks.  
 Once again, my co-researchers and I presented our research to the staff at River 
View, and while the reception was polite, it was not as overwhelmingly enthusiastic as 
was the one from our principal. With the approval from the principal and offers of help 
from a few teachers, we were ready to embark on the final steps in our project. 
 With the approval from the school administration, we were ready to begin work 
on our project. Meeting in the school’s computer lab, we each determined our jobs. As 
had been the norm for our group, my co-researchers divided themselves into three 
research groups—those researching influential Latinos, those researching influential 
African-Americans, and those researching influential Asian-Americans. While 
recognizing that within each of these groups, there is great diversity, we decided on these 
three groups because they represented the three largest generalized groups of students of 
color at River View. Each group generated a list of potential poster “subjects” using the 
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search engines available to us. One of our first challenges was doing research utilizing 
the computers at River View, which have a very strict internet filter to prevent 
inappropriate material being downloaded or viewed by students. Audrianna proposed that 
we divide the work even further by having the student-researchers work on the text for 
the posters, using websites that were available to students, while I download and print 
pictures of each individual, using the less-restricted teacher computer in the lab. Another 
challenge that we faced was that, at this point in the school year, several of our co-
researchers were beginning to need extra help in math, in particular. As per our 
agreement, I helped them as much as possible, but several times one or more of the girls 
had to go to their math teacher’s office hours for help. While this had the potential of 
jeopardizing our adherence to the time line we’d set off, we were able to deal with the 
periodic loss of researchers as other members of other groups took up the slack.  
 
Figure 4. Las Orgullosas working on researching and creating posters 
 By the second week of this project, our group was working as a well-oiled 
machine. My co-researchers had truly taken over the project, helping one another with 
technological aspects, including how to find information, what to write and how to 
format the information. In addition to searching out and printing pictures, I also served as 
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the editor, correcting spelling and grammar for my co-researchers. In addition to truly 
taking charge of our project, it was clear that both I and my co-researchers were learning 
quite a bit about our own and other cultures. Several times, exclamations of “Oh, I didn’t 
know that!” or “Wow! That’s so cool!” could be heard throughout the lab as another 
influential person was profiled.  
   
Figure 5. Las Orgullosas researching and creating text for poster project. 
 Because of the nature of this project, I had to write my dissertation before we had 
actually finished our project. As of this writing, we are still working on creating our 
posters to deliver them in May 2011. Recognizing that our project would not be finished 
before I had to write up my findings, I asked my co-researchers to participate in a “final” 
reflection for our project.  
Phase Six: Reflecting on Our Work and Ourselves 
 I created a reflection questionnaire, consisting of ten questions designed to gauge 
my co-researchers’ thoughts and feelings about our project and the activities we had 
engaged in over the course of the year, and to determine how participating in a 
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participatory action research project had affected them over the course of the 7 months 
we had been working together (see appendix G for a copy of this questionnaire). While I 
will discuss my findings in relation to the initial research questions for this study in the 
subsequent chapter, I feel it is important to discuss my co-researchers overall thoughts 
and reflections here. One of the first questions I asked my co-researchers was “What does 
it mean to be a successful Latina?” I was surprised, initially, that many of their responses 
were related to making a lot of money and having nice things. So, I was interested to see 
if their definition of “success” had changed at all over the course of our work together. 
Overwhelmingly, my co-researchers now viewed being “successful” as being true to 
oneself and accomplishing whatever one wants to accomplish. Audrianna wrote that to be 
successful means, “…that you have succeeded in whatever you were trying to 
accomplish.” Getting a quality education still ranked highly on the list for my co-
researchers as well. As Maria-Elena expressed, “What it means to be successful to me is 
to have an education, have a family and love them. Also, to have a good job.”  Alondra 
expressed her definition of success quite succinctly when she wrote that to be successful 
means, “To be yourself (I am a successful Latina!).” 
 Another question I asked was whether or not my co-researchers felt that their 
participation in our group had benefitted them or changed them at all. Seven of the eleven 
members of Las Orgullosas wrote that they participated more in class and spoke up for 
themselves and others more as a result of participating in the group. As I will discuss 
more in chapter 6, this observation was supported by their other teachers.  
 Ultimately, each of the Latinas in our group indicated that they had learned more 
about their own culture, and the cultures of others, and that they were more appreciative 
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of their cultures than before they joined our group. Several young women indicated that 
they were going to continue participating in Latino/a groups in high school or join Las 
Orgullosas again next year, if they were still going to be at River View, thus continuing 
their journey to find their voice and utilize it to effect changes in their schools and 
communities. 
 As for my own growth as a result of participating in this project, I have a 
tremendous sense of gratitude and appreciation for my fellow researchers. I entered this 
project intellectually knowing that the Latinas and I would be “co-researchers” but I 
found it difficult at first to let go of the “teacher” mantle and let things happen as they 
were going to. Initially, I even found myself frustrated when one of my co-researchers 
would try to take our meeting in a different direction. However, it was clear that the girls 
had taken me at my word when I told them at our first meeting that we were all in this 
project together and that we were going to share power amongst the group members. 
They simply didn’t allow me to take over and for that, I am thankful, because I believe 
that had I been successful in molding the group into what I wanted it to be, we would not 
have had the deep connection that developed. There were definitely times when I brought 
knowledge and insights into the group that my co-researchers didn’t have access to at this 
point in their lives, but I believe that they listened to my ideas and considered my 
requests because they trusted that I had the best interests of our group at heart. Had I run 
roughshod over their wants and desires on a regular basis, I am convinced that this 
wouldn’t have been the case. Ultimately, I feel that our group became a family, of sorts. 
We laughed, cried, teased and even argued with one another. I was invited to homes and 
parties and will be inviting all of my co-researchers to celebrate our successful 
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completion of our project, and this dissertation, with me. As a teacher at River View, my 
colleagues have linked me inexorably with my co-researchers, often stopping to chat 
about a concern or just commenting on their progress in class. Each time this happens, I 
am reminded why I am so proud and incredibly lucky to have had the opportunity to learn 
and grow with this dynamic group of amazing young women. 
Summary 
 This chapter detailed the process by which a participatory action research project 
was conducted with 11 middle school aged Latinas. The project was divided into six 
phases: creating a community, determining our own positions, deciding on a research 
problem, investigating the problem, taking action based on our research and reflecting on 
our work and ourselves. A community of researchers developed after we had worked to 
create a safe environment in which all members of the group could participate, sharing 
information about ourselves and our personalities and participated in a community- and 
trust-building activity like a school-wide talent show.  
We then worked to develop our own positions about what it means to be 
successful and what a positive and inclusive school experience would look like. The next 
step involved learning basic research methodology and procedures, and deciding on a 
problem to work on. The investigative phase of the project commenced as data was 
gathered from the surrounding school community to inform our research. Data analysis 
techniques were taught to the group, specifically the determining of generative themes, 
which allowed the research groups to make sense of the data and generate two to three 
statements about students’ perceptions of the school’s facilities, the people and staff, and 
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the curriculum taught. From these statements, the group determined a course of action to 
address one of the needs that was identified from the research. A proposal for this project, 
in which posters of influential people of color would be created and posted in classrooms 
of all curricular areas and other building on campus, was created and presented to the 
school administration and staff for approval.  
Upon obtaining that approval, the research group commenced the final steps of 
the project by researching and creating the posters for the classrooms. Although the group 
was still working on completing the posters at the time of this writing, we took time out 
to reflect on our experiences in Las Orgullosas. The co-researchers indicated that they felt 
more confident speaking out in class and felt they had more respect for their own and 
other cultures as a result of participating in the group. Their definitions of “success” also 
changed slightly to include staying true to oneself and accomplishing goals. As a result of 
participating in this project with my co-researchers, I have also grown as a researcher and 
a teacher and am forever grateful to have been accepted into their lives and families. 
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CHAPTER VI 
DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
Introduction 
 Prior to engaging in the participatory action research project described in Chapter 
V, I generated a list of three questions or areas of interest that I wanted to explore in this 
study: (1) what does it mean to Latinas to be “successful”?; (2) what academic and social 
factors contribute to or hinder that success?; and (3) what changes can schools make that 
enable them to better meet the needs of Latinas to allow them to achieve that success? In 
this chapter, I provide answers to those questions that emerged from a review of our 
researcher’s journals, discussions and end of project questionnaire, as they relate to the 
research literature. In addition, I will comment on the implications of this research, make 
recommendations for practice and further study, as well as present a final conclusion.  
What Does it Mean to be a “Successful” Latina? 
Broadened Goals 
 Initial answers to this question, posed in the first few weeks of our PAR project, 
seemed to indicate that the members of Las Orgullosas had adopted a more materialistic 
view of success. Having a good job, making a lot of money and having nice things were 
predominant answers among our group. However, it soon became clear that for these 
Latinas, those material items were to be acquired for the overall good of the family and 
community. As Alondra expressed, “…our family is always with us. We don’t think of 
having a family as being a part of success because it’s not a separate thing. We want a 
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good education and to go to college so that we can have a good job…for our family.” The 
preeminence of family in all things supports findings by Coatsworth et al. (2002) and 
Duarté-Vélez and Bernal (2006) whose research documents the importance of family in 
Latino/a relationships. 
 As our project progressed, however, it was clear that new ideas of what it means 
to be a successful Latina emerged. On the end of project questionnaire, several of my co-
researchers wrote that to be a successful Latina involved being true to oneself and 
achieving one’s goals, whatever they may be. Interestingly, where none of the girls 
mentioned their culture as an aspect of being successful in the initial discussion of this 
question, by the end of the project, several of them included ethnicity or culture in their 
definitions. Alondra wrote that to be successful means, “To be yourself (I am a strong 
Latina!)” while Lilly wrote, “To be successful means to have a goal in life and reach it no 
matter what race you are.”  
Increased appreciation in and understanding of culture  
 The research that my co-researchers engaged in while completing their poster 
projects also served to inform their own notions of what it means to be successful. 
Audrianna noted that, “…people always label us as drunks, like Benny from “(The) 
George Lopez (show)” but all Latinos aren’t like that. Many intelligent, successful people 
are Hispanic/Latino!” Maria-Elena wrote that, “I have learned that you have to be proud 
of your culture. And of who you are. Also, that you can’t be embarrassed of your culture 
or yourself.” In fact, each of the group members noted that they felt more proud of being 
Latina as a result of participating in our project. This increased pride in their cultures and 
98 
 
themselves led to tangible changes in the ways that these young women participated in 
their academic endeavors. 
Increased trust in oneself and the ability to be a stakeholder in one’s education 
 Ogbu (1986, 1991) asserts that many students of color, including Latinos, tend to 
adopt negative attitudes toward school and participation as a way of shielding themselves 
from an uncaring teaching staff and peers that may characterize them as “sell-outs” if 
they are successful. As a counter to that tendency, Valverde (2006) notes that schools that 
educate students of color about their own cultural history and contributions can help them 
develop the self-esteem they need to participate more fully in their own education. Both 
of these theories were born out by this study. In the beginning of our work together, 
several of my co-researchers expressed worry and doubts about their academic progress, 
particularly in math and science. When it was suggested that they ask questions of their 
teachers or attend office hours for extra help, the excuses rang forth. “It’s just too hard. 
No one can help me with math. I just don’t get it!” Emme lamented at a group meeting in 
September. Alondra noted, “Mr. D (the science teacher) is just so hard to understand! 
And when I ask him for help, he just looks at me like I’m an idiot, so I don’t even bother 
any more” (Alondra’s journal, September 2010).  
 However, by January and throughout the remainder of our time together, it 
became clear that several of my co-researchers were utilizing their teachers’ office hours 
and I began to hear from my colleagues that the girls in our group were participating in 
class more, raising their hand to provide answers or ask questions (G. Deurloo, Personal 
Communication, March 3, 2011). In addition, several of my co-researchers reported that 
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they felt they had been taking a more active role in their education. Alondra wrote, “I’ve 
been participating in class more and expressing to my parents and friends what I think 
and feel in my opinion.” Maria-Elena noted that she felt that participating in Las 
Orgullosas had helped her because, “…I participate more in science and English and also 
I have done more of my homework in math.” 
 Clearly, being “successful” means different things to different people. For the 
members of Las Orgullosas, being true to and supporting family and community will 
always be preeminent. However, being true to oneself, setting goals and working toward 
them, and taking a more active role in one’s life and education have become a large part 
of that definition as well.  
What Academic and Social Factors Contribute to or Hinder Latinas’ Success? 
Critical knowledge of curriculum 
During the research portion of our project, some of my co-researchers and I 
delved deeply into the standard curriculum and ideology prevalent in the day to day 
learning happening in classrooms. I encouraged them to investigate their textbooks and 
listen to what was being said by students and teachers around them. Audrianna took this 
to heart and reported that in her social studies class, her teacher had skipped over a 
chapter on slavery during their study of the Civil War. “And it wasn’t even that big of a 
chapter even! Just a few pages about how we got slavery in this country. I couldn’t even 
find anything really about Latinos…just that we lost the Mexican-American War. Like it 
wasn’t even that big of a deal!” (Audrianna’s journal, October 2010).  Several of her 
fellow researchers supported her assertion and reported that they “tuned out” in social 
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studies classes because they felt that there was nothing for them in what they were 
learning. This is supported by Espinoza-Herold (2003) who quotes a young male student, 
Manny, as reporting, “…I didn’t pay attention. I didn’t care for the class (history). I knew 
already what the teacher was going to say” (p. 50).  
It was this understanding of how people of color are left out of the traditional 
Eurocentric curriculum that lead to the creation of our final project. Once we had made 
our final decision as to what our project was going to be, Elena wrote in her researcher’s 
journal of November 2010,  
I think this project is going to be how we can put Latinas and African-Americans 
and everyone else back into the classrooms. It will be so awesome to see and learn 
about people who look like me in my English or Science class. And maybe, if 
there are posters on the walls, the teachers might want to talk more about people 
other than just White people for a change! 
As noted by Cammarota & Romero (2006) and Ladson-Billings & Tate (1995), 
students of color need to be encouraged to engage critically with the institutions that 
affect their lives, particularly schools. By engaging in this PAR project, and with the 
approval of the school’s administration to proceed, and potentially change the face of 
River View, my co-researchers developed a new sense of ownership over their education. 
They had investigated a real institutional issue that had real-life consequences for them 
and their peers, had proposed a real-life solution and were given the go-ahead to make 
their proposed change happen. My co-researchers expressed their newfound ability to 
make a change in the way they are educated. As Alondra wrote, “…be proud of your 
culture and your values and know that you will be heard for your opinions because we 
can all make a difference. I mean look at Mr. H (the principal).”  
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Teacher/Student Connection 
In the course of our work together, I noticed that the level of connection I 
developed with my co-researchers was far deeper than any other I had developed with my 
students. This surprised me because I spent far less time with my co-researcher per week 
than I did with my regular students. However, thinking back to Valenzuela’s (1999) 
assertion that classroom teachers often work under the assumption that their duty is to 
impart knowledge to their students, and that this assumption often precludes any 
meaningful relationships to occur between teacher and student, I came to realize that I 
had fallen prey to the false dichotomy of instructor vs. caring mentor, feeling that I had to 
sacrifice caring for my students in order to teach all of the curriculum that was required. 
However, the experience I had with my co-researchers provided new insight into this 
dilemma. 
My engagement in the group was primarily as a somewhat equal member of the 
group. I have discussed how my position as an adult researcher and teacher among a 
group of middle school students brought with it aspects of power and authority not shared 
by my co-researchers. However, the majority of my interactions with my fellow group 
members were conducted with all of us on equal footing. Each of us had the right of 
refusal and the power to reject an idea or plan that anyone else had proposed. There were 
times when I took on the role of teacher, to teach my co-researchers about the research 
process or methods, for example. Although I was teaching a “required” lesson, never in 
those instances did I feel that I lost my connection to my fellow researchers. The reason 
for this is two-fold. First, we were, all of us, working toward a common goal, whether it 
was deciding on a problem to research, gathering or analyzing data or working to make 
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our posters. We all felt a sense of ownership over the problem. This wasn’t my project or 
their project, it was our project. Secondly, in approaching my co-researchers as a person 
first, and teacher/researcher second, I allowed my fellow researchers to see who I was. 
We laughed and joked about everything, shared our frustrations and sadness, and just 
listened to one another. I truly cared for them and they cared for me. Noddings (1984; 
2002) highlights the difference between caring about someone and caring for them.  
I have brushed aside “caring about” and, I believe, properly so. It is too easy. I 
can “care about” the starving children of Cambodia, send five dollars to hunger 
relief, and feel somewhat satisfied. I do not even know if my money went for 
food, or guns, or a new Cadillac for some politician. This is a poor second-cousin 
to caring. “Caring about” always involves a certain benign neglect. One is 
attentive just so far. One assents with just so much enthusiasm. One 
acknowledges. One affirms. One contributes five dollars and goes on to do other 
things (p.112). 
Noddings asserts that many teachers care about their students, their families and 
their home lives but that not many care for them. As Noddings (2002) defines it, caring 
for someone involves attentive listening and participating with another person in 
whatever problem or issue they are confronting. This attentive listening and participation 
occurred from the first day of our group as Emme shared the story of a teacher who had 
belittled her math ability and suggested that she’d end up a fast food worker or prostitute 
if she did not improve. By validating that experience, making time for my co-researchers 
to share their stories about their experiences in school over the next few weeks, and 
engaging in brainstorming sessions in ways to address those types of incidents should 
they happen in the future, it was clear to my fellow researchers that I cared for them and 
they, in turn, began to care for me.  
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At one meeting I asked my co-researchers to describe a “good” teacher vs. a 
“bad” teacher. Their responses supported the research on the effect of positive and 
negative teacher-student relationships (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, and Rock, 1986; 
Espinoza-Herold, 2003; Noddings, 1984; 2002; Rumberger, 1993) by noting that good 
teachers cared for their students, took an interest in what was going on outside of their 
classrooms in their students’ lives, gave help when it was needed, didn’t give up on their 
students and gave their students some choices in the classroom. Bad teachers, as 
characterized by my co-researchers, left as soon as the bell rang, yelled at them and 
called them names, talked too fast and didn’t go over material their students didn’t 
understand, and didn’t care about anything but what they were teaching (Researcher’s 
Journal, October 2010). The girls noted several of their teachers who they did feel cared 
for them and expressed that they were willing to try harder and work longer for those 
teachers so that their teachers would be proud of them. It is clear that, as Espinoza-Herold 
(2003) writes, “…the interactions between students and teachers are far more essential 
for students’ school success than the best language methodologies, brilliant lectures, or 
innovative language research employed in the classroom” (p. 1).  
Race and Resistance 
Among the guiding theories for this study is Critical Race Theory (CRT) and, 
more specifically, Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit).  Especially relevant to this 
study, LatCrit theory examines the intersectionality of race, gender, culture, and language 
in an effort to examine the educational structures and policies in place that continue to 
effect the opportunities and futures of Latino/a students. Solorzano and Bernal (2001) 
argue that “…CRT and LatCrit theory challenge the dominant discourse on race and 
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racism as they relate to education by examining how educational theory and practice are 
used to subordinate and marginalize Chicano and Chicana students” (p. 312).   
From the very first day of our work together, my co-researchers were commenting 
on race, culture, and gender issues they were facing as Latinas in school. At our first 
meeting, Emme relayed that her math teacher had told her that she’d better start studying 
or she’d end up “…at McDonald’s or (her) local street corner” (Researcher’s Journal, 
Aug. 2010).  The last part of that statement, clearly an illusion that if she didn’t do well in 
school she’d end up as a prostitute, was directed at this young, Latina student by her 
White, female teacher in what appeared to be an effort to motivate the student to put 
more effort into her work. Instead the statement and the underlying assumption that 
Latinas who don’t do well in school are only capable of utilizing their sexual ability to 
support themselves played upon the stereotype of Latinas as promiscuous (Hall, 2009). 
This assumption was also evident in the uneven application of the school’s dress code 
that was noted several times in our group discussions and in researcher’s journals. 
Audrianna wrote, “So, today I got a ‘dress code!’ Ms. S (the campus supervisor) said my 
shorts were too short, but I saw at least 3 other girls who were wearing shorts way shorter 
than mine! They were white or really light skinned, though, so I guess it didn’t count! I’m 
so angry and it’s so unfair!” (Audrianna’s journal, September 2010).  Negative 
assumptions about gender and sexuality held by educators frequently impact the daily 
lives of young Latinas, and other young women of color.  
The impact of racism in decisions surrounding curriculum and staffing was a large 
component of Las Orgullosas’ work together. In one of our group discussions, Audrianna 
noted that her social studies teacher had decided to “skim over” a chapter on slavery in 
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the textbook, rather than delve more deeply into the topic. She asked, “What must those 
Black students think about their history?” Tatiana characterized it as “…totally 
disrespectful!” (Researcher’s Journal, November 2010). Looking through the lens of race 
and racism, what Tatiana deemed a “disrespectful” decision is better understood as an 
extension of an educational system and philosophy that elevates the dominant, White-
centric history and subordinates the history and experiences of people of color.  The 
teacher, in choosing to “skim over” a period in this country when White people, 
supported by their government, used and abused Black people for their own profit, 
communicated to his students, White and non-White, that the history, suffering and 
ultimate triumph of Black people at surviving that system were not worthy of the time 
needed to thoroughly cover a short textbook chapter. Thinking about the lack of the 
histories of people of color in the traditional school curriculum, Savannah added, “You 
feel like your culture has no place in school.” 
The members of Las Orgullosas weren’t the only students noting and commenting 
on the effects of racism at River View. The surveys conducted by our group yielded 
results that indicated that many of the diverse students at the school longed for a more 
culturally responsive and inclusive curriculum, taught by more teachers of color with 
whom they felt they could connect more easily. In addition, these students indicated their 
awareness that if they were White, they would not be subjected to incidents of gender and 
racial “violence”—physical, verbal and emotional—that they experienced every day from 
students and staff.   
During the course of our work together, I strived to be aware of my power and 
position as a teacher and a White woman working with young Latina students. However, 
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in reflecting back on our work together and looking through the lenses of race, culture 
and gender, I realized that I was not always successful in that endeavor. At one of our 
group meetings, our discussion centered on “good” vs. “bad” teachers. Several students 
noted that there was only one Latino teacher on campus. At that point, I stepped in and 
asked, “Does a teacher have to be Latino or Black to be able to be a good teacher of 
Latino or Black kids?” rather than allow the discussion to continue on its natural path. 
Looking back, I realize that as someone who would like to think I was a “good” teacher 
of students of color, I was projecting my own discomfort with the discussion and wanting 
validation that, yes, I was a good teacher, rather than letting the discussion continue 
where it might, regardless of my own personal feelings. On a grander scale, I realize that 
I was, at that moment, acting as an agent of an oppressive system that argues the myth of 
teacher “colorblindness” and neutrality while my co-researchers were making an 
important commentary on the same mythology. This demonstrates that race and racism 
are not solely Black or Latino “issues;” we White anti-racists must constantly be aware of 
our actions and guard against adopting the racist ideologies that we, as members of this 
society, have been raised with. 
Over the course of this study, my co-researchers adopted various behaviors 
designed to resist the racial and gender oppression they were encountering at River View. 
Henry Giroux (cited in Solorzano & Bernal, 2001) argued that true resistance behavior 
involves having a critique of social oppression and being motivated to actions designed to 
achieve social justice. Solorzano & Bernal (2001) identify three types of resistance: self-
defeating resistance, conformist resistance, and transformational resistance. Through our 
work together, the members of Las Orgullosas transitioned from generally unhelpful 
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forms of self-defeating resistance to adopting a project that served to begin to transform 
the school and the curriculum. 
Self-defeating resistance occurs when students have critiques of their social and 
educational oppression, but they adopt actions that aren’t motivated by social justice. 
Often, these actions serve to deepen and strengthen the forms of oppression they are 
seeking to address. Early in our study, when Emme shared her story of her teacher 
predicting she’d become a “street walker” if she didn’t do better in math, her reaction was 
to stop going to office hours and stop doing her homework because she was rightfully 
angry at the teacher. However, this form of resistance only served to make her fall farther 
and farther behind in her class work, which then gave her teacher more ammunition to 
use against Emme at later dates. It wasn’t until Emme decided to show the teacher that 
she could be good in math despite the teacher’s opinions to the contrary that she began to 
improve. This desire, what Yosso (2000) termed proving them wrong, is one often 
employed by students seeking to practice transformational resistance. 
Conformist resistance occurs when students are motivated by social justice, but 
have no critique of systems of oppression. As our group was deciding upon a project to 
address the problems we had uncovered in our research, the idea of a “multi-cultural day” 
event was suggested. The girls felt that this would be a great way to include a variety of 
cultures, their food and traditions to “make everyone feel included” at River View 
(Researcher’s Journal, January 2011). This type of event, while fun and educational, does 
nothing to address the underlying racist and sexist philosophy that dictates who appears 
in the daily curriculum and who doesn’t. At best, it presents diverse cultures as the exotic 
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“other;” at worst, it conveys the message that other cultures are not worthy of attention 
for more than one day.   
Transformational resistance occurs when students have both a critique of 
oppression and a desire for social justice. Our poster project satisfied both criteria. By 
proposing the project to the principal and staff as a remedy for the problems identified in 
their research, my co-researchers were highlighting the fact that the traditional curriculum 
dismisses or doesn’t acknowledge the presence and contributions of women and people 
of color. By completing the project, and bringing those faces and voices back into the 
classrooms, they transformed the face of the school and started conversations about the 
contributions of these people in many classrooms. These posters were the catalyst to 
opening a dialogue of whose stories were missing from the textbooks in many classrooms 
around River View (Researcher’s Journal, May 2011).  
From this study, it is clear that middle school aged students of color are painfully 
aware that they are subjected to racial, gender, class, and language oppression both in 
their interactions with adults and in the lessons they receive. However, many react in 
ways that are self-defeating and ultimately perpetuate that oppression. Helping to guide 
students to discover the underlying causes of their oppression, while working with them 
to develop socially just ways of responding to that oppression is one way that educators 
can work with students to effect lasting change. 
Implications of the Study 
In addition to addressing the original research questions, the results of this study 
revealed new understandings about self-esteem in young Latinas, as well as the 
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characteristics of middle school aged youth and their capability to engage in critical 
investigations and research and the challenges and benefits of using participatory action 
research with middle schoolers. 
Self-Esteem 
Theorists have noted that Latina youth experience the largest decrease in self-
esteem of all their peers in the middle grades. Adams et al (2006) asserts that this 
decrease in self-esteem is as a result of societal and family expectations focusing on 
Latinas’ body image and the notion that Latinas are supposed to be nurturing and 
submissive. However, the data from this study indicate that while these Latinas were 
struggling with body image issues, as are many adolescent youth, their sense of self 
remains high. On the “How I see myself” questionnaire, group members consistently 
scored themselves in the average or above average range for those qualities, like 
happiness, enthusiasm, intelligence, optimism, being outgoing and having confidence, 
that would indicate strong levels of self-esteem. 
This is further supported by the fact that the name the group members chose was 
“Las Orgullosas,” meaning “the proud ones.” This name was initially chosen by members 
of our first year’s group, in 2009-2010. At that time, a discussion about what to name our 
group took place. We first brainstormed all the qualities that the young women in our 
group felt they had going for them. Words like strong, independent, funny, loyal, 
amazing, beautiful, friendly, responsible, and “beast” (a slang word that means 
phenomenal in all ways) were shouted out and recorded. Based on that list, we discussed 
a name or title that would encompass all of those traits. It was decided that each of these 
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qualities were those that the group members were proud of, and wanting to acknowledge 
their Latina heritage and Spanish language of their families, the name “Las Orgullosas” 
was chosen (Researcher’s Journal, Aug. 2009). When our group started up again after 
Summer break, our first order of business was to decide if we would keep the name that 
was decided on by the previous years’ members, many of whom had moved onto high 
school. There was no question, really, as one by one each of the eleven members 
reaffirmed that yes, they were indeed proud of themselves, of their group, and of their 
culture and that that the name “Las Orgullosas” was a perfect statement of who they were 
(Researcher’s Journal, Aug. 2010). 
This data provides a counterpoint and clarification of previous research in that it 
shows that middle school aged Latina youth may have multi-faceted views of themselves 
and those factors that contribute to their overall self-esteem. Physically, many have 
adopted the mainstream expectations of body type that are prevalent in our society and so 
may judge themselves more harshly for their curves, skin tone and hair. Emotionally and 
intellectually, however, it is clear that Latinas may perceive themselves as possessing 
many positive characteristics that can lead to an increased sense of self-worth and 
competence.  
In my observations of the members of Las Orgullosas, I noted several factors that 
I believe explains, in part, their increased identification with more positive traits like 
being confident, outgoing and responsible. First, many of the group members had strong, 
involved mothers. I spoke with many of my co-researchers’ mothers at various times over 
the course of this study in order to explain the goals of the group or discuss the study in 
general. Each mother I spoke with articulated her desire for her daughter to be strong, 
111 
 
intellectually and emotionally, and to be proud of her history and culture. In talking with 
my fellow researchers and reviewing their research journals, it is clear that much of their 
positive self-image stems from the support and encouragement of these strong female 
role-models. Secondly, the group dynamic was such that each member of Las Orgullosas 
often functioned as a cheerleader for other members. These young women, many of 
whom were friends before joining the group, provided a support system for one another. 
They cheered their friends on, helped one another with problems both in and out of class, 
and stood up for one another against outside forces. When one member started engaging 
in negative self-talk, other girls would jump in and counter the negativity with positive 
examples. Part of that support system also entailed the development of an “us against 
them” mentality, whether the “them” were teachers and administrators, other young 
people, or parents and families. As Emme noted, “We have each other’s back, in good 
times and bad.” (Researcher’s Journal, Oct. 2010). I believe that the significant support 
each girl received and provided to her fellow researchers, before and during the research 
process, allowed them to maintain a generally positive view of themselves as young 
women and Latinas. As educators and researchers, it is incumbent upon us to continue to 
engage these young women in ways designed to help them continue to develop these 
support systems that are clearly so crucial to their continued positive development.  
Middle School Students as Researchers or Participants 
During my background research for this study, I noted that relatively few studies 
have been undertaken with middle school aged youth. I theorized that this is in large part 
due to the perceptions of young adolescents as unreliable observers of their own reality 
because they don’t have the intellectual knowledge and critical ability to critique the 
112 
 
educational system, they haven’t yet developed the ability to provide and support their 
own opinions, and they are too focused on the social aspect of adolescence. This study 
proves quite the opposite.  
While it is true that many students who have been educated in traditional 
American public schools do not possess knowledge about the many contributions of 
people of color and are, therefore, not initially able to critique the system for what it 
specifically lacks, what this study shows is that it is equally true that many of those same 
students of color do have a fundamental understanding that something is missing and that 
something is them and their history. I discussed in the portrait of the researcher how I 
initially thought my education was comprehensive and my ultimate awakening to the fact 
that my education was woefully incomplete. As a White women, I did have the luxury of 
seeing people who looked like me and learning about the history of those people in 
school. For my co-researchers, and other students of color, they learn this lesson very 
quickly. During our discussions, and prior to the beginning of our poster project, group 
members would often comment on how uninteresting their lessons were. Digging deeper, 
the desire to learn “something that has something to do with ME!” was expressed 
(Audrianna’s Journal, Sep. 2010). With time and opportunities to learn about the 
contributions of diverse people, my co-researchers began to understand that what is 
presented in their textbooks is only one side of the multi-faceted and complex whole that 
is American history.  
The young women in this study demonstrated that while they may have been 
socialized by the educational system to give the answers that are expected of them, in 
reality they hold very critical and well-reasoned views of their teachers and the 
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curriculum. Starting from the very first day of our work in Las Orgullosas, my co-
researchers let me know exactly what they thought of what they were learning and who 
was teaching it. This was, in part, a test to see if I was going to truly be the ally I had said 
I wanted to be. However, as time progressed, my co-researchers made significant 
critiques of the conditions and content of the educational system they were a part of. 
They noted discrepancies in the portrayal of people of color and women in all aspects of 
the curriculum versus the portrayal of European-American men, as well as noting the 
difference in the amount of time spent in class on topics having to do with each. In their 
commentaries about the treatment and interaction of their teachers and other staff 
members with students of color versus white students, and male versus female students, 
they presented nuanced ideas about race and culture in schools, often noting when a 
teacher or staff member had called attention to one student of color’s or female students’ 
behavior or dress, while ignoring the same behavior or dress in another.   
It should be noted, however, that these young women were also able to be 
discerning about the things they observed and make judgments about those actions in the 
context of the situation to determine if the action was appropriate or not. For example, 
one of the group members, Emme, came into our meeting, clearly upset. After a few 
minutes, she shared that she felt her teacher was being unfair because she was making 
several students re-do their homework because it was unfinished. Emme argued that since 
“a lot” of the students who had to re-do the assignment were Latino and African-
American, this was a case of the teacher picking on students of color. After several 
minutes of discussion, the group, led by Alondra, determined that while many of the 
students who had to re-do the assignment were students of color, this wasn’t a situation 
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where the teacher was singling out those students for punitive measures. Rather, the 
determining factor was the students’ failure to finish the assignment. Emme ultimately 
agreed with the group’s overall assessment, at which time two or three of her group mates 
that were in the same class sat down with her and helped her finish the work 
(Researcher’s Journal, Jan. 2011).  
It has also been noted that adolescence is generally a time of great changes, 
physically (Akos, 2005; Elias, 2002; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Weiss, 2008) and 
emotionally (Akos & Ellis, 2008; Newman & Newman, 1999; Poston, 1990), in the lives 
of young people and for those reasons, they are unable to focus on more complex societal 
and educational issues. While it is true that many of our conversations during group 
meetings included things like boys, dating, body issues, new friends, enemies who used 
to be friends, and so on, it is also true that my co-researchers were more than capable and 
willing to put those concerns aside to continue our discussions and work for this study. 
Recognizing how important these social issues were to my co-researchers, we expressly 
put aside time each meeting to “check in” with each other and share our thoughts and 
feelings about these issues before transitioning to our more academic subjects. It is 
important that researchers understand and embrace the uniqueness of our adolescent 
cohorts, rather than expecting them to function as miniature adult researchers and then 
disparaging their abilities to participate in research when they insist on addressing the 
very real issues they face as young people. 
Ultimately, what this study shows is that middle school students are more than 
capable and willing to participate as researchers, or simply as participants, to critically 
evaluate the school system where they spend much of their daily lives and in which they 
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are supposed to develop their aspirations for the future and understanding of what it 
means to be a citizen and member of society. By refusing to engage these students in this 
manner, researchers are unnecessarily robbing themselves, and the broader body of 
knowledge, of an important voice. 
Using Participatory Action Research with Middle School Students 
This participatory action research project, while presenting a true opportunity to 
practice a critical pedagogy of empowerment and change, was, as Nygreen (2006) notes, 
messy and challenging. Working with young people, interacting with them on a relatively 
equal level while still having to maintain the mantle of “research expert,” was sometimes 
daunting. In addition, school-aged co-researchers bring many challenges that working 
with high-schoolers or young adults does not. 
As already noted, the opportunity to work and learn with these 11 young women 
provided me a richer and more transformative experience than I have ever had in my 
years of teaching and researching. The community that was created within our group 
provided not only a chance to look critically at the politics and policies of the American 
educational system, but our time together encouraged us to look into ourselves and our 
identities. A network of support was created among group members and utilized 
frequently as members dealt with relationship and academic pressures, as well as the 
pressure of just being an adolescent girl. For my part, my co-researchers kept me 
grounded and reminded me, when I shared my frustrations about students not doing their 
work or acting out in class, that they had just as many challenges and problems facing 
them as we adults did.  
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Part of the “messiness” of this particular PAR project involved the unequal power 
dynamic at play. Unlike a more traditional PAR project, I possessed multiple types of 
power that my co-researchers did not. As a White adult teacher working with Latina 
middle school students,  race, culture and age were minefields we navigated every day. 
When my co-researchers got too engrossed in their cell phones or off topic, I found 
myself slipping back into “teacher” mode, often dictating that we “get back to work” and 
taking control of the meeting as if it were my classroom. My co-researchers often 
deferred to me, even when I noted that I wasn’t really functioning as a member of the 
group, but rather the leader. Often, choruses of “Oh, you’re right, Ms. Johnson” or “We 
should get back to work” rang out; however, when other group members suggested the 
same thing, they’d often get a “Not now! We’re busy!” from their fellow members. As a 
White woman working with Latina youth, I also found myself periodically beginning to 
explain away the perceptions of my co-researchers as mistaken or misunderstood, rather 
than the careful critiques of oppression they were. Sometimes I caught myself in the 
middle of these defenses, other times I caught myself later that day or as I was going 
through my researcher’s journal. I am sure there are times I didn’t catch myself at all. 
When I did realize that I was utilizing my power over my co-researchers, we discussed it 
together and tried to unpack what had happened. It wasn’t until the very end of our work 
together that one of my co-researchers challenged me, however. Early in May 2011, our 
group decided they wanted to sponsor a Cinco de Mayo activity for the school. There was 
precedence for this, as Las Orgullosas had sponsored an event for the previous year’s 
Cinco de Mayo as well. I was unsure about the timing of this event, considering that our 
group was still working on our posters and I felt we needed our meeting time to complete 
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our project. The girls, however, were excited to have a fun celebration. After ten minutes 
of debate, Tatiana asked me, “So, Ms. Johnson, if this is our group, shouldn’t it be 
majority rule? I mean, if everyone else wants to do a Cinco de Mayo event, shouldn’t we 
be able to have one?” The rest of the girls agreed. For a minute, I admit I was taken 
aback.. I quickly, however, regained my perspective and realized that Tatiana, and the 
rest of the girls were right, and more importantly, they were right to call me on my 
dictatorial behavior. It never became more clear to me then that  as a person who 
possesses the power in the relationship, it is incumbent on us as White researchers to not 
only remain forever cognizant of our own actions and to take steps to ensure as equal a 
sharing of power as possible with our co-researchers, but to create an environment where 
they feel comfortable calling us on our behavior when we forget that lesson! 
Although the experiences of those of us in Las Orgullosas were generally 
positive, there were challenges presented by the sheer fact that my co-researchers were a 
relatively young age, as researchers go. While most university-based researchers 
engaging in participatory projects have to teach research methods and data analysis 
techniques to their co-researchers, working with students are not yet in secondary school 
presents special challenges. The vocabulary of research, in and of itself, is very daunting 
for young people. I found myself constantly trying to explain what I meant by terms like 
data analysis and participatory research, as well as teaching my co-researchers how to 
conduct surveys and interviews, record what respondents said faithfully, and then analyze 
that data looking for generative themes. In addition to explaining terminology, I found 
that I was forced to limit the types of data collection and analysis techniques I shared and 
recommended to my co-researchers due to their relative lack of experience with these 
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techniques. I initially had envisioned collecting data utilizing focus groups because I felt 
that this would yield richer data and be more inclusive of the true voices of River View 
students. It quickly became clear to me that had I pushed this research technique, my co-
researchers would be relegated to participating in the research, rather than conducting it. I 
shared this concern with my co-researchers, with the caveat that if they truly wanted to 
conduct focus groups we would find a way to make it happen. I also shared some more 
basic methods for conducting research, including surveys and interviews. Most students 
have had some experience conducting a basic survey and interview in their school career 
and this was the true for the members of Las Orgullosas as well. Building upon that 
knowledge, we worked to make our survey questions require answers beyond yes or no, 
including questions that asked respondents to explain their thinking. When it came time 
to analyze the data, I shared the very basic technique of finding repeated words and 
phrases that emerge from the data. As the groups worked, I moved among them and 
helped each group to find these phrases and then generate statements they could make 
from their data based on these themes they had found. Providing this kind of intensive 
scaffolding for younger researchers allows them to engage with the data as researchers, 
while learning new techniques they can then build upon in future research activities. 
However, teaching about research and data analysis did not present the most 
difficult aspect of conducting participatory research with middle school students. 
Ultimately, the biggest challenges that we had to deal with involved scheduling and the 
logistics of trying to maintain a research group when the majority of the researchers are 
dependent on others for their transportation and the adult researcher is also a teacher with 
her own job duties to attend to. Because middle schoolers are not yet able to provide for 
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their own transportation, all of our meetings had to be held at River View, after school. 
This meant that we were unable to hold meetings during holidays and school breaks. In 
addition, several meetings were cancelled because of school dances, which invariably 
were held on meeting days. Young adolescents are often also at the mercy of their 
parent’s schedule in terms of where they go and what they do, and there were a few times 
when researchers weren’t at group meetings because they were on vacation with parents, 
or their parents just needed to pick them up from school early. Other meetings had to be 
cancelled so that I could attend IEP (Individualized Educational Plan) meetings for my 
other students, or staff meetings on campus. What this meant was that both I, as the adult 
researcher, and my younger co-researchers had to be potentially more flexible than other 
participatory researchers would have had to be. We were able to reschedule a few 
meetings to different days during the week when there was a dance or meeting that I 
needed to attend.  
Group members also got very good at jumping in and helping fill in the gaps 
where needed. For example, during data collection, group members went out in teams to 
ask their survey questions around campus. Each team was comprised of girls who had 
signed up to study one aspect of schooling cited in our research question—the staff, the 
facilities or the curriculum. However, during this time, several members of the “staff” 
group were not attending the meetings. Reasons ranged from vacation, to doctor’s 
appointments, to playing school sports, to getting help in math or science. Whatever the 
reason, the group fell farther and farther behind their other counterparts. When this was 
discovered in a meeting in October 2010, both Audrianna and Lilly volunteered to step in 
and help the other members of that group with their research. For these girls, this meant 
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that they needed to take a break from their research, which they weren’t finished with, 
familiarize themselves with an entire new set of questions, and interview twice as many 
people as they had originally planned. However challenging or frustrating this must have 
been, both of these girls stepped up in order to ensure that our project stayed relatively on 
track.  
One final challenge that I have alluded to in this study several times is that that 
comes with working with young adolescent girls. Part of this stage in life is a new focus 
on the importance of relationships, both friendly and romantic. This was no less true for 
the members of Las Orgullosas. Many times I found myself trying to get conversations 
back on track that had drifted off into discussions of which singing artist was the cutest or 
which boy had asked who out and so on. I’m sure that had I counted the minutes devoted 
to these kinds of conversations, they would add up to hours. What I came to realize, 
however, is that these were not “wasted” minutes but rather they served a very important 
function in the operation of our group. These conversations allowed my co-researchers 
and myself to bond and share our common ideals and dreams. I even brought in some 
pictures of young stars that I had crushes on when I was the same age as my group mates 
and listened as each giggled and laughed at this one’s ridiculous hairdo or that one’s 
horrible choice in clothes. In short, we had fun with each other, as friends do. More so 
than any other activity, it was these opportunities to interact with one another and share 
parts of ourselves with each other that cemented our relationships. In the end, I 
considered this an important and necessary part of forming a true community of 
researchers and friends.  
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Participatory research projects most definitely can be successfully conducted with 
middle school aged students. In envisioning these projects, flexibility and creativity in 
scheduling, as well as a recognition of the developmental nature of early adolescence is 
required. In addition, adult researchers working with young people must take on the role 
teacher or coach, more so than with other participatory researchers who may have more 
academic experience to draw from. Despite all of these considerations, working with 
young adolescents to enable them to discover and address the issues that affect their day-
to-day lives and their futures is among the most dynamic and exciting areas of research 
today and one in which people can truly make a difference.  
Recommendations for Practice 
The final research question of this study asked, “What changes can educators 
make that enable them to better meet the needs of Latinas to allow them to achieve that 
success?” The results of this study highlight three critical areas for improvement: (a) the 
implementation of more engaging, real-life learning opportunities; (b) engaging students 
in a critical evaluation of their learning and the curriculum and; (c) heightening the 
teacher-student connection. 
Encourage real-life learning opportunities 
The first recommendation for educators of students of color stemming from this 
study is to encourage more real-life learning opportunities. The Latinas in Las Orgullosas 
engaged in a project that had real consequences for their lives and the lives of their peers. 
They understood that the work they were doing had genuine purpose and was not a 
project they were engaging in just for the sake of doing a project. For this reason, my co-
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researchers committed to working long hours and engaging in potentially frightening 
activities, like presenting to the school administrator and a room full of adult teachers, in 
order to accomplish their goals.  As Rosalia wrote in her February 2011 researcher’s 
journal, 
I think our project is going to be good for our school. I feel that I really worked 
hard on it because I knew that it would make a difference. I wish that I felt that 
way about all my classes. I get so bored just sitting back and reading about things. 
I want to be able to learn about it on my own and then do something with it, not 
just take a test or write a paper or something.  
Another member of our group, Selena reflected on her feelings while sharing our project 
proposal with the staff, 
I was so nervous to get up in front of all the teachers. They just looked at us and 
didn’t really smile or anything! I didn’t really want to do it. What if they laughed 
at us or didn’t like our project? But I thought we really needed to get up there 
because we had worked very hard on our project and those people needed to know 
that we need to make changes to our school. Not everyone is happy and feels 
good going to River View! I’m glad we got approved. 
Along with replacing book work with an investigative, real-world curriculum, 
another consideration for educators in implementing programs designed to help foster 
success among students of color, particularly Latinos, is to encourage group work. As 
noted by Villenas and Deyhle (1999), many Latino children are socialized from an early 
age to take care of and work collectively with siblings and are far more comfortable 
working in groups, whenever possible. However, teachers, socialized to encourage 
individual effort and achievement, often perceive this group work as “cheating.” In 
reality, the level of analysis and thinking deepens as more minds are put to a task, as was 
demonstrated by the Latinas in this study. All of our decisions were collaborative ones, 
from what to research to what to do with the data we gathered. During the research phase 
of our project, co-researchers helped one another draft survey questions and analyze the 
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data they gathered, often talking about a problem for a long period of time before a group 
consensus was achieved. During the implementation of our poster project, co-researchers 
who were more proficient in the technology we were using schooled their less proficient 
peers. Each member of the group utilized her own unique set of skills to elevate the entire 
group’s level of understanding. The mutual respect and appreciation that developed 
among group members allowed everyone to take risks and challenge themselves to do 
better for the sake of the group and themselves. Educators that encourage Latino/a 
students to work in collaborative groups addressing real-life situations may find that the 
level of engagement, interest and understanding increases as these students feel that they 
are working together to make a difference in their lives and the lives of those they care 
about. 
Critically examine curriculum and learning 
 The second recommendation for educators stemming from this study is that 
students of all ethnicities and cultures need to be allowed and encouraged to critically 
examine their own learning and the curriculum being presented to them. Teachers need to 
work to make students active stake-holders in their own education, rather than passive 
recipients of knowledge that has already been decided upon. This recommendation goes 
hand-in-hand with my first recommendation that educators focus student activities on 
more real-life, genuine learning experiences. For the members of Las Orgullosas, 
specifically those who researched the curriculum being taught at River View, their 
research led them to some fairly disheartening discoveries, including the idea that the 
history text book being used at the school had a relatively miniscule treatment of people 
of color, consisting of approximately one chapter on slavery and a short mention of the 
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Mexican-American War. In fact, the lack of people of color in all aspects of the 
curriculum, on the staff and in the school’s facilities, was recognized by all research 
groups. My co-researchers’ response to this sobering realization was to create a project 
that addressed that void and began to put the faces and voices of people of color back into 
the students’ surroundings. The critical evaluation of their own learning and the 
curriculum being taught to them led these young women to actively take a role in 
changing the status quo they had previously been experiencing in school. In addition, the 
research that group members did in both gathering their data and preparing the posters for 
the classrooms led to real-life learning opportunities that supported California state 
standards for public middle school students, thereby potentially increasing their academic 
achievement and performance on standardized measures of achievement. 
 This is important for those educators who argue that there isn’t enough time to 
teach the regular curriculum along with “special” lessons and projects such as those I am 
advocating. They may be correct in their assertion. That is why I am proposing that the 
traditional way of conducting classes, where the teacher talks and the students learn 
usually from a textbook, be replaced by a more constructivist, inquiry based learning 
model. Inquiry based learning is not a new philosophy by any means and has been known 
by many different titles, including constructivist, problem based learning, active learning 
and discovery learning. Inquiry based learning, in which students are not fed facts from a 
teacher or text book but are presented with a problem or question to work through and 
solve, builds upon the philosophical groundwork laid by Jean Piaget(1952), John Dewey 
(1916), Lev Vygotsky (1962), Paulo Freire (1970) and others.  
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Piaget (1952) described several stages through with individuals move as they age 
and mature. In each stage, Piaget theorized that children create new ideas and understand 
new concepts through experiential learning. Once basic concepts are understood, deeper 
and more complex ideas and concepts can be addressed. Similarly, Dewey (1916) argued 
that students learn best through interactions with others and the concepts to be learned.  
Considered by many to be the father of project-based learning, Dewey insisted that 
teachers should be coaches and guides in students’ learning activities and not act like the 
arbitrator of all knowledge. Freire (1970) built upon Dewey’s ideas to argue that 
education is and should be a democratizing process, by which students learn to be 
subjects acting upon and interacting with their world, rather than as passive objects 
receiving knowledge. Vygotsky (1962) theorized that every individual has a set of skills 
that they are able to do independently, those they are able to perform with help and those 
they are not yet able to perform. Those skills that can be completed independently or with 
help are within the individual’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Those skills 
within the upper reaches of a student’s ZPD, those that can be accomplished with help, or 
scaffolding, are the skills that should be the focus of educational activities, according to 
Vygotsky. As demonstrated by the members of Las Orgullosas in this project, this type of 
critical, experiential, communal inquiry into one’s self and surroundings encourages 
deeper levels of thought and an increased sense of ownership over one’s education. 
   By arguing for a more inquiry-based curriculum, I do not mean to suggest that 
state standards be ignored or dismissed. The reality of our current educational system is 
that students will be expected to participate, and excel, on standardized tests that purport 
to measure their knowledge. To craft a curriculum that does not address those standards 
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would be foolish and does a disservice to the students that teachers have committed to 
helping achieve their goals. Rather, I recommend the implementation of a standards- and 
inquiry-based curriculum that allows students to investigate the problems and issues they 
are confronted with on a daily basis, in the hopes of making a change in their world 
(Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  In order to accomplish 
this type of transformative change in the education of our diverse student population, 
teachers who are willing and able to create a caring and mentor or familial type 
relationship with their students will be required. 
`Fostering a Teacher-Student Connection 
As described in the previous section, through my work with my co-researchers I 
came to realize that the relationship I had with them was far deeper and more profound 
than that I had with my regular classroom students. This leads me to my final 
recommendation for educators—fostering a significant teacher-student connection. 
Researchers have found several negative consequences that many children face in middle 
school, including  loss of achievement resulting in the transition from one school to 
another (Alspaugh, 1999), isolation and feelings of anonymity from transitioning students 
(Paglin & Fager, 1997) , a drop in self-esteem and participation for girls who are moving 
from elementary to middle school (Simmons & Blyth, 1987), and an increase in 
disciplinary incidents for 6th grade boys who have moved from elementary to middle 
school (Franklin & Glascock, 1996). Many middle schools, in an effort to address this 
isolation, have implemented interdisciplinary teams. Interdisciplinary teams consist of 
two or three teachers who are responsible for teaching the same group of students. This is 
thought to encourage more collaboration between teachers and a deeper connection 
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between teachers and students on the same team. However, there is doubt about how 
beneficial these teams might be considering that many teams consist of 90 or more 
students (McEwin, Dickinson & Jenkins, 2003). Another policy designed to increase 
teacher-student interaction and learning time is block scheduling. Currently, most classes 
in middle schools follow a traditional schedule of 40-50 minutes per class, with classes 
meeting every day. Block scheduling refers to the practice of “double” scheduling classes 
into 80-100 minute classes, meeting either every day or every other day (Thompson & 
Homestead, 2004). This allows students more time to work on projects and more time to 
interact on a deeper level with teachers and peers. 
The recommendation of this researcher is that schools work to implement both 
small interdisciplinary teams and block scheduling. This would allow teachers and 
students the opportunity to work with one another, get to know one another on a deeper 
basis and develop the level of caring for one another that is necessary for so many 
students. As noted in the previous section, students of color, particularly Latino/a 
students, need to feel a deep connection to those adults around them in order to feel 
comfortable sharing and investing in the educational opportunities provided by educators. 
In addition, modifying the daily schedule to include longer class periods would give 
teachers and students the time necessary to plan and implement longer range inquiry 
based learning projects that are meaningful and designed to promote deeper levels of 
thinking and comprehension among students.  
Based on the results of this study, it is clear that in order for educators to help 
Latinas achieve their goals and be more successful significant changes in curriculum, 
staffing and scheduling need to take place. Educators need to help students address the 
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challenges and issues they face in their everyday lives with activities utilizing real-world 
problems and issues. Students of all ethnicities and cultures need to be encouraged to 
question the status quo and investigate the institutions they are a part of and the 
curriculum they are being taught. Finally, schools need to utilize interdisciplinary teams 
and block scheduling to give teachers and students the time they need to develop lasting 
and caring relationships that will help sustain deeper levels of learning and 
understanding.  
Recommendations for Further Study 
The results of this study indicate that further research be conducted in a variety of 
areas. In addition to further studies involving middle school aged students, I am 
recommending longer term research projects that track and measure the progress and 
outcomes of the youth researchers, as well as research that includes male participants and 
other students of color and investigates familial factors that affect the success of Latinas. 
Longer term studies 
While the findings of this study are intriguing, the relatively short period of time 
over which data was collected, and the fact that many of my co-researchers will transition 
to high school in the fall, means that it is difficult to determine the long-term effects that 
their participation in this research project has made in their lives and levels of academic 
and personal success. For this reason, I recommend that longer term studies be conducted 
with these and other youth researchers so that these longitudinal effects can be measured.  
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Expand to male and other students of color 
I chose to focus this study primarily on Latinas due to preliminary data that 
showed that Latinas, among all other ethnic groups, experience the largest decrease in 
self-esteem, occurring primarily in the middle school years (Adams et al., 2006), which 
leads to self-destructive behaviors like increased alcohol and drug use (CDC, 1997), 
depression and attempted suicide (NWLC, 2009), and increased levels of teenage 
pregnancy (Coatsworth et. al., 2002; NWLC, 2009).  
However, the educational conditions described in this study affect not only 
Latinas but Latinos and other students of color, as well as gay, lesbian, bisexual or 
transgendered (GLBT) youth and differently-abled youth. The sense of empowerment 
and the opportunity to critically evaluate their place in society, as was afforded to the 
youth researchers in this study, may be equally beneficial for these students. Further 
studies that include a variety of youth, both in homogeneous groupings, as was found in 
this study, and in heterogeneous groups is recommended to determine if the findings of 
this study can be generalized to other populations of students. 
Familial  factors 
It has been noted the family is the primary social group for many Latino/a 
students. As such, Latino families have been the subjects of many studies, some of which 
have portrayed familial ties in a positive light (Coatsworth et al., 2002; Duarté-Veléz and 
Bernal, 2006) while others have characterized those ties as more of a detriment to student 
success (Bohn, 2007; NWLC, 2009; Payne, 1998). However, as with the prior research 
cited in this study, relatively few have asked young people about their families and fewer 
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yet have had youth investigate their own families to determine how they affect young 
people’s success. Further research that encourages youth to delve deeply into their own 
family dynamic to determine how those families can help their children, as well as 
determining how schools can better utilize Latinas’ family ties to create a more pro-active 
and responsive climate for student growth is warranted.  
Conclusion 
Latina students are being underserved by the educational system tasked with 
helping them reach their potential and live a successful life after high school. Latinas 
score well below their peers on standardized measures of academic ability in reading and 
math (NAEP, 2008). Latinas also experience the highest rates of high school dropout 
among their peers (CDE DataQuest, 2009). A majority of students who dropped out 
indicated that they began to fall behind in middle school and never caught up (Brigeland, 
Dilulio, & Morison, 2006). However, middle school students have rarely been the focus 
of research activities.  
This study addressed the gap in this area by engaging 11 middle school aged 
Latinas in a participatory action research project designed to determine what it means to 
Latinas to be successful and how schools and educators can help those Latinas achieve 
that success. This study shows that by engaging these young women in a critical 
evaluation of their learning environment and empowering them to make changes that 
affect their day-to-day experiences at school, they experienced a stronger commitment to 
academic success, broadened their personal goals, and developed a stronger sense of self-
efficacy.  
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The results of this study will be beneficial to researchers, school administrators 
and educators who are concerned about the gap in achievement experienced by Latinas, 
as well as other students of color. Among the findings of this study is the effect of a 
caring teacher-student relationship in fostering a familial sense of belonging for Latino 
students. This familial sense of belonging, described by Duarté-Vélez and Bernal (2006) 
and Coatsworth et al. (2002) and reaffirmed by this study is paramount to the success or 
failure of many Latino students. Added to a caring relationship between teacher and 
student, this study also shows the need for an overhaul of the traditional textbook based 
curriculum to include more real-life instructional activities and opportunities to engage in 
a critical investigation in the institutions that young people are subjected to on a daily 
basis.  
This research provides a counterpoint to other studies that reported decreased 
levels of self-esteem among Latina adolescents. The young women in this study, while 
having a more negative view of their physical attributes, displayed relatively high levels 
of emotional and intellectual attributes such as confidence, having an outgoing nature, 
and being responsible. These traits were supported in part by the influence of strong 
maternal figures and the development of a support network among group members. In 
addition, the success of this study, envisioned as a participatory action research project 
involving young adolescent Latinas as co-researchers counters the narrative of early 
adolescents as unreliable, hard to deal with and intellectually incapable of critically 
evaluating the institutions and society they are a part of. Finally, while presenting unique 
challenges in scheduling, researching and engaging as true partners with middle school 
students, this study demonstrates that conducting participatory research with young 
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people is among the most exciting and dynamic forms of research currently being 
conducted. 
The findings of this study show that participating in a genuine research activity as 
co-researchers rather than subjects of research positively influenced middle school 
Latinas’ academic and social growth. On a personal note, my participation in this study 
resulted in significant personal and professional growth as well. As noted by Maguire 
(1987) and Gouldner (1970), participatory researchers cannot stand outside of the 
research activities. We become a part of the group. We are “with the people” (Maguire, 
1987). This is no less true for a researcher, who is also a teacher, working with young 
people, some of whom are her students. A deep and abiding bond was created between 
my co-researchers and I and, although messy and sometimes frustrating, as a researcher I 
cannot imagine a more deeply satisfying and fulfilling form of research than participatory 
research. As a teacher, my experience with my co-researchers has recommitted me to 
working to foster relationships in which I care for my students, and not just care about 
them (Noddings, 2002). I have also reaffirmed my desire to create a genuine, realistic and 
lasting curriculum with my students, thereby resisting the push to teach my students the 
isolated facts and figures they need to do well on “the test,” but will be soon forgotten. 
As much as this process may have changed my co-researchers, it has changed me as well. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
EMAIL APPROVAL OF HUMAN SUBJECTS REQUEST 
 
From: USF IRBPHS [irbphs@usfca.edu] 
Sent: Monday, August 02, 2010 9:44 AM 
To: katherinejohnson@sbcglobal.net 
Cc: skoirala@usfca.edu 
Subject: IRB Application #10-067 - Approved 
 
August 2, 2010 
 
Dear Ms. Johnson: 
 
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS) at the 
University of San Francisco (USF) has reviewed your request for human subjects 
approval regarding your study. 
 
Your application has been approved by the committee (IRBPHS #10‐067). 
Please note the following: 
 
1. Approval expires twelve (12) months from the dated noted above. At that time, if you 
are still in collecting data from human subjects, you must file a renewal application. 
 
2. Any modifications to the research protocol or changes in instrumentation (including 
wording of items) must be communicated to the IRBPHS.Re‐submission of an 
application may be required at that time. 
 
3. Any adverse reactions or complications on the part of participants must be reported (in 
writing) to the IRBPHS within ten (10) working days. 
 
If you have any questions, please contact the IRBPHS at (415) 422‐6091. 
On behalf of the IRBPHS committee, I wish you much success in your research. 
 
Sincerely, 
Terence Patterson, EdD, ABPP 
Chair, Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
IRBPHS – University of San Francisco 
Counseling Psychology Department 
Education Building – Room 017 
2130 Fulton Street 
San Francisco, CA 94117‐1080 
(415) 422‐6091 (Message) 
(415) 422‐5528 (Fax) 
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APPENDIX B 
 
PARENT PERMISSION TO PARTICIPATE (ENGLISH) 
 
UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
PARENTAL CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 
Purpose and Background 
Ms. Katherine Johnson, a graduate student in the School of Education at the University of 
San Francisco, is doing a study on factors that can affect middle school Latinas’ academic 
success. Other studies have asked teachers, parents and other adults about these factors. Ms. 
Johnson is interested in finding out what middle school Latinas have to say about these 
factors and what they might do to address some of these issues. 
My daughter is being asked to participate because she is a Latina in middle school. 
Procedures 
If I agree to allow my child to be in this study, the following will happen:  
1. I will allow my daughter to meet twice a week for one hour each time with the 
researcher and a group of other Latinas from her school. 
2. I will allow my daughter to work with this group to identify the issues facing middle 
school Latinas and to gather information about these issues. 
3. I will allow my daughter to work with the group to develop ideas to address these 
problems and implement them at the school she attends. 
4. I will allow my daughter to participate, as she feels comfortable, in group discussions 
and in the keeping of a researcher journal discussing her thoughts and feelings during 
the project. 
Risks and/or Discomforts  
1. It is possible that some of the topics discussed during group meetings and discovered 
during the research may make my daughter feel uncomfortable, upset or frustrated. I 
know she is able to decide not to answer questions or share information as she 
wishes. 
2. Participating in research may mean a loss of privacy. Study records will be kept as 
confidential as possible. Only the researcher will have access to these files. 
3. Because these meetings will take place after school, she will potentially be giving up 
time that she could use for doing school work or homework. She will not be excused 
from this work because she is participating in this project. 
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Benefits 
Some of the benefits my daughter may experience as a result of this study are that she will 
have a safe place to share her thoughts and feelings about difficult things she is facing and 
that she will learn new research techniques and methods. My daughter will also have the 
opportunity to participate in office hours and get extra help with her school work from Ms. 
Johnson. 
Costs/Financial Considerations 
There is no financial cost to my child or myself as a result of taking part in this project. 
Payment/Reimbursement 
There is no payment/reimbursement provided to myself or my child for participating in this 
project. 
Questions  
I have talked to Ms. Johnson about this study and have had my questions answered. If I have 
further questions about the study, I may call her at (925) 759-9748 or Dr. Shabnam Koirala-
Azad at (415) 422-2073. If I have any questions or comments about my child’s participation 
in this study, I should first talk with the researcher. If, for some reason, I do not wish to do 
this, I may contact the IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in research 
projects. I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and leaving a voicemail 
message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the IRBPHS, Department of 
Psychology, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-
1080. 
Consent 
I have received a copy of the “Research Subject’s Bill of Rights” and I have been given a 
copy of this consent form to keep. PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I 
am free to decline to have my child be in this study, or to withdraw my child from it at any 
point. My decision as to whether or not to allow my child to participate in this study will 
have no influence on my child’s grades or her status at Delta Vista Middle School. 
By signing below, I agree to allow my daughter to participate in this study. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Participant’s Parent’s Signature/ Date 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent/Date 
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APPENDIX C 
PARENT PERMISSION TO PARTICIPATE (SPANISH) 
UNIVERSIDAD DE SAN FRANCISCO 
PERMISO DE LOS PADRES PARA PARTICIPACIÓN EN EL ESTUDIO 
Propósito y Antecedentes 
La señorita Katherine Johnson, una estudiante graduada de la Escuela de Educación de la 
Universidad de San Francisco, ella esta conduciendo un estudio acerca de los factores que 
pueden afectar el éxito escolar de  las Latinas en la escuela intermedia.  
Otros estudios han preguntado a los maestros, padres y a otros adultos acerca de estos 
factores. La señorita Johnson esta interesada en saber que es lo que las Latinas de escuela 
intermedia tienen que decir acerca de estos factores y lo que podrían hacer para identificar 
algunos de estos problemas. 
Se le ha preguntado a mi hija que participe porque ella es una Latina en escuela intermedia. 
Procedimientos 
Si yo estoy de acuerdo en dejar que mi hija participe en este estudio, pasara lo siguiente: 
1. Yo le permitiré a mi hija que se reúna dos veces por semana por una hora cada  
vez con la persona encargada del estudio y con un grupo de Latinas de su escuela. 
2. Yo le permitiré a mi hija trabajar con este grupo para identificar los problemas 
que enfrentan las Latinas en escuela intermedia y a colectar información acerca 
de estos problemas. 
3. Yo le permitiré a mi hija trabajar con el grupo para desarrollar ideas que ayuden 
con estos problemas e implementarlas en la escuela a la que ella asiste. 
4. Yo le permitiré a mi hija el participar, si ella se siente cómoda, en un grupo  
de discusiones y  llevar un diario del estudio con sus pensamientos y sentimientos 
durante el proyecto. 
Riesgos y/o Incomodidades          
1. Es posible que algunos temas discutidos durante las juntas del grupo y  
descubiertos durante la investigación causen que mi hija se sienta incomoda, 
molesta o frustrada. Yo se que ella puede decidir no contestar a las preguntas o 
compartir información si ella así lo desea. 
2. Participar en la investigación puede significar la perdida de la privacidad. 
Apuntes del estudio serán guardados tan confidenciales como sea posible. Solo el 
investigador tendrá acceso a estos apuntes. 
3. Ya que estas juntas se llevaran acabo después de la escuela, ella estará  
potencialmente usando el tiempo que podría estar usando para hacer trabajo de la 
escuela o tarea. Ella no estará disculpada de su trabajo escolar por estar 
participando en este proyecto. 
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Beneficios 
Algunos de los beneficios que mi hija puede tener como resultado de este estudio son el que 
ella tendrá un lugar seguro para compartir sus pensamientos y sentimientos acerca de las 
cosas difíciles que ella esta enfrentando y ella aprenderá nuevas técnicas y métodos de 
investigación. Mi hija también tendrá la oportunidad de participar en las horas de oficina para 
recibir ayuda adicional con su trabajo escolar  con la señorita Johnson. 
Costo/Consideración Financiera 
No hay ningún costo financiero para mi hija o para mí como resultado de la participación en 
este proyecto. 
Pago/Reembolso 
No hay ningún pago/reembolso dado a mí o a mi hija por participar en este proyecto. 
Preguntas  
Yo he hablado con la señorita Johnson acerca de este estudio y todas mis preguntas han sido 
contestadas. Si yo tengo mas preguntas acerca del estudio, yo puedo llamarla al (925) 759-
9748 o al Dr. Shabnam Koirala-Azad al (415) 422-2073. Si yo tengo cualquier pregunta o 
comentarios acerca de la participación de mi hija en este estudio, yo debo de hablar primero 
con el investigador. Si por alguna razón, yo no deseo hacer esto, yo puedo comunicarme con 
el IRBPHS, la cual se preocupa de la protección de los voluntarios en proyectos de 
investigación. Yo puedo llamar a la oficina del IRBPHS llamando al (415)422-6091 y 
dejando un mensaje, por correo electrónico IRBPHS@usfca.edu, o por escrito al IRBPHS, 
Departamento de Psicología, Universidad de San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San 
Francisco, CA 94117-1080. 
Consentimiento/Permiso 
Yo he recibido una copia de “Los Derechos de los Sujetos participando en la Investigación” y 
me han dado una copia de este consentimiento/permiso para guardar. LA PARTICIPACIÓN 
EN ESTA INVESTIGACIÓN ES VOLUNTARIA. Yo soy libre de negarme dejar a mi hija 
estar en este estudio, o de sacar a mi hija de este en cualquier momento. Mi decisión acerca 
de dejar o no dejar a mi hija participar en este estudio no tendrá ninguna influencia en las 
calificaciones de mi hija o de su estado en Delta Vista Middle School. 
Al firmar la parte de abajo, yo estoy de acuerdo en dejar a mi hija participar en este estudio. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Firma del Padre del Participante/Fecha 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Firma de la persona obteniendo el Consentimiento/Permiso/Fecha 
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APPENDIX D 
STUDENT CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 
Purpose and Background 
Ms. Katherine Johnson, a graduate student in the School of Education at the University of 
San Francisco, is doing a study on factors that can affect middle school Latinas’ 
academic success. Other studies have asked teachers, parents and other adults about these 
factors. Ms. Johnson is interested in finding out what middle school Latinas have to say 
about these factors and what they might do to address some of these issues. 
I am being asked to participate because I am a Latina in middle school. 
 Procedures 
If I agree to participate in this study, the following will happen: 
1. I will agree to meet twice a week for one hour each time with the researcher and a 
group of other Latinas from my school. 
2. I will work with this group to identify the issues facing middle school Latinas and 
to gather information about these issues. 
3. I will work with the group to develop ideas to address these problems and 
implement them at the school I attend. 
4. I will participate, as I feel comfortable, in group discussions and in the keeping of 
a researcher journal discussing my thoughts and feelings during the project. 
Risks and/or Discomforts 
4. It is possible that some of the topics discussed during group meetings and 
discovered during my research may make me feel uncomfortable, upset or 
frustrated. I know I am able to decide not to answer questions or share 
information as I wish. 
5. Participating in research may mean a loss of privacy. Study records will be kept 
as confidential as possible. Only the researcher will have access to these files. 
6. Because these meetings will take place after school, I will potentially be giving up 
time that I could use for doing school work or homework. I will not be excused 
from this work because I am participating in this project. 
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Benefits 
Some of the benefits I may experience as a result of this study are that I will have a safe 
place to share my thoughts and feelings about difficult things I am facing and that I will 
learn new research techniques and methods. I will also have the opportunity to participate 
in office hours and get extra help with my school work from Ms. Johnson. 
Costs/Financial Considerations 
There is no financial cost to me as a result of taking part in this project. 
Payment/Reimbursement 
There is no payment/reimbursement provided for participating in this project. 
Questions  
I have talked to Ms. Johnson about this study and have had my questions answered. If I 
have further questions about the study, I may call her at (925) 759-9748 or Dr. Shabnam 
Koirala-Azad at (415) 422-2073. If I have any questions or comments about participation 
in this study, I should first talk with the researcher. If, for some reason, I do not wish to 
do this, I may contact the IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in 
research projects. I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and leaving 
a voicemail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the IRBPHS, 
Department of Psychology, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San 
Francisco, CA 94117-1080. 
Consent 
I have had the “Research Subject’s Bill of Rights” explained to me and I have been given 
a copy of this consent form to keep. PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS 
VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to be in this study, or to withdraw from it at any 
point. My decision as to whether or not to participate in this study will have no influence 
on my grades or status at Delta Vista Middle School. 
By signing below, I agree to participate in this study. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Participant’s Signature/ Date 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent/Date 
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APPENDIX E 
“HOW I SEE MYSELF” QUESTIONNAIRE 
Name-___________________________________________ Date-________________ 
How I see myself—30 Characteristics 
Rate yourself on a scale from 1 to 5 on the following 30 characteristics. The 5 means you have a lot of 
that characteristic. The 1 means you have none, and the 3 means about average. Go with your first 
impression and be honest. There are no right or wrong answers or good or bad characteristics. No one 
will see this list but you unless you want to show it to someone. 
    Not at All  Average  Very Much 
1. Happy   1      2  3  4  5 
2. Athletic    1      2  3  4  5  
3. Follower  1      2  3  4  5 
4. Responsible  1      2  3  4  5 
5. Enthusiastic  1      2  3  4  5  
6. Creative  1      2  3  4  5 
7. Smart   1      2  3  4  5 
8. Good Listener  1      2  3  4  5 
9. Aggressive  1      2  3  4  5  
10. Friendly  1      2  3  4  5 
11. Optimistic  1      2  3  4  5 
12. A leader  1      2  3  4  5 
13.  Shy   1      2  3  4  5 
14. Helpful   1      2  3  4  5 
15. A loner   1      2  3  4  5 
16.  Competitive  1      2  3  4  5 
17. Clumsy   1      2  3  4  5  
18. Sincere   1      2  3  4  5 
19.  Good Sense of  1      2  3  4  5 
Humor 
20. Outgoing  1      2  3  4  5 
21. Carefree  1      2  3  4  5 
22. Loyal   1      2  3  4  5 
23. Attractive  1      2  3  4  5 
24. Worried   1      2  3  4  5 
25. Considerate  1      2  3  4  5 
26. Popular   1      2  3  4  5 
27. Angry   1      2  3  4  5 
28. Dependable  1      2  3  4  5 
29. Bored   1      2  3  4  5 
30. Confident  1      2  3  4  5 
 
On the back of this page, draw a picture of yourself, as you see you. What are you most proud of? 
What would you like to change? 
Adapted from R.E.A.L. Youth Empowerment Manual, Revitalizing Education and Learning, 2004 
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 APPENDIX G 
 
END OF RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
1. Describe your experience with Las Orgullosas this year. What has been the most 
fun/interesting/exciting thing you’ve done with the group? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
2. Thinking back to the beginning of the year, in what ways do you think you’ve changed as a 
result of participating in Las Orgullosas? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
3. Do you think your experiences in Las Orgullosas has helped you in your school work, 
participating in class, etc.? How? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
4. What has been the most important thing you have learned about yourself and/or your culture 
through your participation in Las Orgullosas? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
5. Do you think you will continue in Las Orgullosas next year (if you are in 6th or 7th grade) or in 
Latino/a groups in high school? Why or why not? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________   
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6. What does it mean to be a “successful” Latina? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
7. What can schools and your teachers do to help you be more successful? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
8. Do you feel that you have a part in making changes to your school so that it can better help you 
be successful? If so, what part do you have? If not, why not? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
9. What can we do to make our group better? Any suggestion is ok! 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
10. In what ways have you changed as a result of participating in Las Orgullosas? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
